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FROM THE GUEST EDITOR 


By Mitton SINGER 


HE movement of modern nationalism in India, as in most other countries, 

has always shown a strong interest in the recovery or reinterpretation of 

India’s traditional culture. With the achievement of national independence, this 
interest has received an official definition. Language, national history, archeological 
monuments, folk arts and crafts, classical music, dance, and drama have become 
symbols of a modern Indian identity alongside the national emblem, Five Year 
Plans, parliamentary institutions, and atomic installations. 

The definition is selective and creative. A traditional culture, notably that of 
India, is far too varied and rich a growth to be adequately displayed in Republic 
Day celebrations. And not all cultural traditions will be thought suitable for display; 
some are perhaps thought best left to grow or wither in provincial obscurity. Those 
cultural traditions that become symbols of national identity undergo, by virtue of 
their new role, a sea change; they take on a life of their own, quite different from their 
life as regional and local traditions. They have become the chosen representatives of 
a national tradition. 

Theoretically, any element of traditional culture is a potential candidate for 
selection, but in fact only a small number are so chosen at any given time. In this 
selective and creative process, cultural traditions take on a fluidity and self-conscious- 
ness that reflects constantly changing moods and aspirations, and changing conceptions 
of national identity. They reflect, too, the fact that a civilization is a process of becom- 
ing, as well, a state of being, as Nirmal Kumar Bose has remarked apropos the modern 
history of Bengal. Now this is not the way we ordinarily think of traditions; they 
are, ordinarily, the things that we take for granted, the unquestioned assumptions 
and the handed-down ways of our ancestors. But it has become a commonplace of 
modern history that even the most traditional societies are no longer sure of what it 
is they can take for granted. Confronted by swift currents of internal and external 
change, they have been compelled to restate themselves to themselves in order to 
discover what they have been and what it is they are to become. Their cultural tradi- 
tions have become problematic hypotheses in an inquiry into the design for a meaning- 
ful and worthwhile life. 

The professional student of culture and civilization may contribute something 
to this inquiry through an objective study of the variety and changes in cultural 
traditions, freed from the immediate necessity of choosing among them a single 
meaningful pattern of existence. It is with this aim in view that I undertook to collect 
the following symposium of studies of India’s changing traditional culture. These 
studies have two major bonds of unity. One of these is the underlying unity and 
continuity of Indian civilization itself, which emerges cumulatively with the recurrence 
of basic themes in the different papers. The second unifying bond is that of method 
and concept in the study of civilizations. This does not derive from one particular 
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academic discipline but represents rather a convergence of thought among anthro- 
pologists, linguists, folklorists, cultural historians, and orientalists who are working 
on related problems. Since my own thinking has been greatly stimulated by Robert 
Redfield, I should like to quote here his recent formulation of how a civilization may 
be conceived and studied as a “structure of tradition.’”! This is the leading idea which 
was the point of departure for my research in India and which gives unity to the 
present symposium. It also suggests a method for answering the question mooted in 
Village India: Studies in the Little Community (edited by McKim Marriott [Chicago, 
1955]), that is, how are the culture and society of India’s villages related to the Great 
Traditions of Indian civilization? 


The word “tradition” connotes the act of handing down and what is handed down from 
one generation to another. It means both process and product. A civilization may be thought 
of, then, as a structure of tradition, that is, as a persisting form of arrangements for the 
handing down of cultural substance (idea and its products), within a great community, 
the community of that civilization, and as the characteristic processes for transmitting it. 
Just as we may think of a civilization as kinds of people in persisting forms of relationship, 
so we may think of it as kinds of things thought and done, with characteristic forms for 
communicating this substance from generation to generation, and from one part of the 
people to other parts. 

In that local community which is and long has been within a civilization “the intellectual 
and often the moral life . . . is perpetually incomplete . . . to maintain itself peasant culture 
requires continual communication to the local community of thought originating outside of 
itself.’ Local culture ‘‘is continually replenished by contact with products of intellectual 
and scientific social strata.”* The local community within a civilization is ideationally, cul- 
turally, intellectually, and often morally, “heteronomous”—dependent on norms coming to 
it from without. 

This is the way that the conception of the structure of tradition may first appear to the 
anthropologist who begins his work within the dependent and heteronomous local community. 
But to one who tries to look at a whole civilization, it begins to appear as that total structure 
of formed relationships for the communication of the tradition that is that civilization, 
throughout the length and breadth and the whole historic depth during which that civilization 
is recognizable as that civilization. How is so inclusive a conception to be further defined? 

The fact (both societal and cultural), which appears at once to a mind that looks at civiliza- 
tions and that entertains this question, is the large degree of distinction and separation between 
two aspects of knowledge, of what is thought and done, persistingly and characteristically. 
It is, concretely, the difference between layman and priest, between peasant and philosopher 
or theologian, between local mythology and universal sacred doctrine, between the spon- 
taneous developments of idea in the untutored and the considered teaching of the reflective. 

We may note the development of this distinction and separation as we go from the less 
civilized to the more civilized peoples. Among the Andamanese there seem to be no specialists 
in tradition—older men know more than younger, that is all; among the Maori a special 
esoteric learning was carried on through time by a few special priests; in Dahomey priests of 
the Sky Cult had a more refined and penetrating knowledge of deities than did other people; 
in the shrine-centers of the ancient Maya a priesthood, separated now from ordinary people 
by their secluded places of work and thought and by the development of a mathematical 
and calendrical knowledge incomprehensible to the farmer; the world civilizations developed 
their Brahmins, Mandarins or imams to expound, for the whole civilization, dharma, the 
Confucian ethic or the dar-al-Islam.‘ 

We may then attend to this distinction and separation and make it the axis of the formed 
thought for civilization as a structure of tradition. Most abstractly and schematically a 
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civilization is a form of relationship between these two components of tradition. “In a civiliza- 
tion there is a great tradition of the reflective few, and there is a little tradition of the largely 
unreflective many.”® This assertion evokes a diagram: a wide band to represent the whole- 
civilizational great tradition in reciprocal communication, through centuries, with a great 
many local and popular traditions, represented by small squares or circles. This is a concept 
of cogitation. It is so very schematic that it cannot begin to represent the real complexity 
of these relationships. As soon as we get to work, as we begin to study the relations of local 
tradition to widespread, reflective Brahminical tradition in India, we are at so particular and 
so small a part of the whole civilization that we develop and complicate the diagram, convert- 
ing the concept of cogitation into concepts of observation. Writing of the structure of religious 
tradition in India, Marriott and Cohn say: “. . . there are chains of specialists from the expert 
masters of authoritative texts down to semi-literate domestic priests; all may be classed as 
‘Brahman,’ but generally they will belong to several different Brahman groups.’ The real 
structure of tradition, in any civilization or part thereof, is an immensely intricate system of 
relationships between the levels or components of tradition, which we enormously over- 
simplify by referring to as “high” and “low” or as “great” and “little.” 


The part-whole dilemma. The undertaking to disclose the intricate system of rela- 
tionships in the structure of tradition for a particular civilization confronts a problem 
of method: the part-whole dilemma. There are, in any civilization, clearly differentiated 
groups which “carry” variants of a common tradition. In India these variants are 
differentiated according to caste and class; religious communities; linguistic and 
regional groupings; age, sex, and family history; tribal, peasant, and urban levels of 
cultural development. Yet there is a firm conviction among most Indians and among 
many scholars of Indian civilization that there is an overarching unity and continuity 
of tradition in this diversity. The problem of method is not whether such a unity 
exists, but how to demonstrate it in the variants, if it exists. The strategem adopted 
in the present symposium is to look for clues to the structure of the whole tradition 
through intensive studies of selected parts of it. The particular studies have not been 
selected primarily because they represent good samples of the total structure, for 
we do not know what that is independently of the organization of the parts. It is 
true that these studies, although far from being a comprehensive survey, do, when 
taken together, represent a fairly wide range of variation with respect to regions, 
castes, and levels of cultural development. But this does not of itself give assurance 
that the total structure of tradition will be discovered in this range; it simply provides 
a check against premature generalization of the results of any individual study. 

The positive reasons for selecting just these studies is that they particularize the 
generic conception of a structure of tradition to particular variants. This particulariza- 
tion is achieved through the use of two operational concepts, “‘the social organization of 
tradition” (Section I) and “‘cultural performances and cultural media” (Section II). 
In Section III both these modes of particularization are employed to study changes in 
the structure of tradition. 

Tue Socra, OrcanizaTion oF TrapiTion. Redfield has defined ‘“‘the social 
organization of tradition” as “‘the way in which elements of action are put together 
in any particular case of transmission of tradition.’” It is a particularization in con- 
crete activity at a particular time and place of the “social structure of tradition,” 
i.e., “those persisting and important arrangements of roles and statuses appearing in 
such corporate groups as castes and sects, or in teachers, reciters, ritual-leaders of 
one kind or another, that are concerned with the cultivation and inculcation of the 
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great tradition.” The distinction between these two concepts is a specialized applica- 
tion to the study of cultural traditions of Raymond Firth’s generic distinction between 
“social structure” and “‘social organization.’® 

Since concrete activities in particular times and places are the primary data of 
observation, “‘social organization” is the more operational concept and provides the 
data for constructing the more abstract and persistent “social structure.” These 
concepts are applied in section I to four major social classes within Indian society and toa 
caste of professional genealogists and mythographers who link in their records and 
tales the local and the all-India traditions. 

In the papers by Ingalls, Hitchcock, Kramrisch, and Lamb, each of the four major 
orders (or vargas) of Indian society is shown to cultivate a distinctive variant of the 
Great Tradition, with special provisions for training and initiating the young, internal 
organization, and myths and legends which explain origins and justify function and 
status. The traditions of the Brahman, the merchant, and the craftman are traced 
historically across the span of Indian civilization; that of the warrior is described as 
a present day survival among Rajpiits in a North Indian village. In his comments on 
these four papers, Norman Brown calls attention to the functional significance of the 
disciplines and skills cultivated by each group: learning, war and administration, 
arts and crafts, trade, and the changing interrelation of these within the framework of 
Indian society. 

While each of these four major classes cultivates its own distinctive part-tradition, 
one of the groups, the Brahmans, is also charged with keeping the literary and learned 
traditions for the others. The Brahmans are therefore the custodians par excellence 
of the great tradition of Indian society insofar as its literature and learning is con- 
cerned. But this function is not exclusively confined to Brahmans. There are also 
Jain and Lingayat literati. There are in particular localities non-Brahman castes of 
genealogists and mythographers who do something similar for their clients. The 
Barots now use written books but are probably descended from bards and minstrels 
identified with the oral tradition. Their method of summarizing and condensing their 
genealogical charts when a new book is started is a striking example of how history is 
transformed into legend and myth, and illuminates what Kroeber called “the twilight 
zone of transition between handed-down memories and patterned imagination.’’® 
Because they link the local genealogies and legends of their clients to ancient and 
all-India culture heroes and deities, the Barots can help to raise the social status of 
their clients. This function seems to be limited, however, to those who aspire to the 
status of Rajpiits. For merchants and Brahmans, Barots are not considered essential, a 
fact which suggests specialization of types of historians and mythographers on the 
basis of subcastes. The necessity for such specialization among Barots exists today and 
limits the variety and distribution of subcastes any one Barot is able to serve. In 
addition to validating the claims of a client who aspires to Rajpiit status, the Barots 
have also performed other important social functions of standing surety for loans and 
property in trust, and of giving evidence in disputes, functions only indirectly related 
to their literary qualifications. 

CutturAL PerrorMANces, CuLTuRAL MepiA, AND CULTURAL STRUCTURE. Since 
a tradition has a culture content carried by specific cultural media as well as by human 
carriers, a description of the ways in which this content is organized and transmitted 
on particular occasions through specific media offers a particularization of the structure 
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of tradition complementary to its social organization. These particular instances of 
cultural organization, e.g., weddings, temple festivals, recitations, plays, dances, 
musical concerts, etc., I have called ‘cultural performances.’ Indians, and perhaps 
all peoples, think of their culture as encapsulated in such discrete performances, which 
they can exhibit to outsiders as well as to themselves. For the outsider these can be 
conveniently taken as the most concrete observable units of the cultural structure, 
for each cultural performance has ‘‘a definitely limited time span, a beginning and 
an end, an organized program of activity, a set of performers, an audience, and a 
place and occasion of performance.” 

How a comparative analysis of cultural performances can be used as a method for 
studying the structure and changes of a cultural tradition, and particularly of the 
interactions of the Great and Little Traditions, is explained and illustrated in my 
paper on Madras in this volume. The method is analogous to the construction of the 
social structure of a tradition from the data provided by observation of its social 
organization, except that the data in this case are the cultural constituents of per- 
formances, i.¢e., the cultural media of song, dance, instrumental music, verbal texts, 
plots and themes, the scene of the performance, etc., rather than the statuses and 
roles that occur in the social organization. Performers enter into both modes of analysis, 
as dramatis personae in the performances and as real people in the social organization. 
And just as we may abstract from social organization a generic social structure of 
persisting relations among roles and statuses, so we may abstract from cultural per- 
formances a generic cultural structure of persisting relations among media, texts, 
themes, and cultural centers. 

These two ways of analyzing cultural traditions, one concentrating on societal 
elements and relations and the other on the cultural elements and relations, results 
in a double structure of tradition: a social structure derived operationally from the 
social organization of the tradition in particular instances and a cultural structure 
derived operationally from concrete cultural performances. The parallelism, however, 
is only formal and methodological, for the data are different, and both kinds are 
required for the derivation of the structure of any cultural tradition. In Section II, 
however, the point of departure and the emphasis are clearly on cultural performances 
and on specific cultural media. 

Textual and contextual analysis of oral and recorded traditions. Folklorists and 
linguists have generally concentrated on textual and thematic analyses of the oral 
media in cultural performances, particularly on folk oral literature, traditional tales, 
myths and legends, songs, sayings, and proverbs. Cultural anthropologists and eth- 
nologists, on the other hand, have tended to describe complete cultural performances, 
particularly the major rites and ceremonies of the life cycle, in the context of a func- 
tioning society and culture. Culture historians of civilizations usually select some 
particular culture medium and its development—written literature, painting, music, 
or dance—for intensive study. Students of “‘popular culture” today deal chiefly with 
the “mass media” of print, radio, television, etc. To derive the cultural structure of 
any major living civilization such as that of India, it is necessary to employ all these 
different kinds of studies, for in these civilizations, the oral media, the written media, 
and the mass media coexist and interact in many different ways. Many of the cultural 
media have also been cultivated over long periods by specialists who have brought 
them to very refined and sophisticated levels of development. 
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Compared with Islam, China, and the West, the oral tradition in India has played 
a unique role. There, although writing was known from a very early date, the highest 
traditions of religion and culture were preserved chiefly by oral means. Even when 
texts were committed to writing, and later to print, the oral medium remained primary 
and most respected."! The papers by Ingalls and Brown indicate why and how this 
high oral tradition was transmitted. This circumstance may also explain why the 
Little and Great Traditions of Indian culture have been closer and in more continuous 
communication with each other through the media of recitation, dramatization, 
sculpture and painting, dance, and music than has been the case in China or Europe; 
it may help to explain as well the ease with which aspects of traditional cultural media 
and themes have been adapted to the modern mass media like the radio and the film. 

The wide range of cultural performances and cultural media in Indian civilization 
and some methods of studying them are illustrated by several other papers in this 
symposium. Emeneau combines the methods of a classicist, a linguist, and an ethnologist 
to analyze the oral poetry of the tribal Todas. It is interesting that the marks of oral 
poetry which students of ancient Greek and other European poetry have discerned 
also apply to the poetry of the Todas. Some of these marks are also characteristic of 
the higher levels of traditional culture in India, e.g., the harmonious collation of 
verse, song, instrumental music and dance; the way in which fixed themes and for- 
mulae are combined with a free improvisation, the relevance of which to a particular 
context must be recognized by the audience; the way in which all the important events 
of life are celebrated on the spot with an appropriate song—“a rich verbification of 
Toda life,”” Emeneau calls it. 

But while Toda poetry is the expression of the values and history of Toda culture in 
memorable speech, it does not allow, and does not attempt, generalization into uni- 
versal human terms. It is at this point, Emeneau suggests, that it differs from the best 
European poetry, as well as from the best Indian poetry. Another difference implied 
in his account is the tendency for specialists in poetry and literature to develop at 
the higher levels of cultural development. Every Toda composes songs, although some 
are a little better at the art than others because they work a little harder at it. This is 
quite different from the professional bards and poets to whom authorship of the 
Homeric poems or of the Mahabharata and Ramayana is attributed. 

The universally human is easier to find in the sophisticated Sanskrit tales which 
van Buitenen analyzes. His characterization of the hero of these tales—as a man 
intellectually resourceful, dependable, ever ready to relinquish his worldly possessions— 
not only brings to mind some basic cultural themes in Indian literature but also sug- 
gests a kinship with some culture heroes of Europe and America. 

The analysis of the characteristics of the Indian culture hero or of the characteristics 
of Toda oral poetry is based to a large degree on textual analysis, although Emeneau 
also relates his analysis to Toda society and culture. In Hein’s paper we have a detailed 
account of a particular kind of cultural performance, the Ram Lila, in which the 
texts are described as integral and functioning components in the performance. Hein 
is a historian of religion, not an anthropologist, yet he has succeeded in combining the 
methods of the ethnologist, the folklorist, and the cultural historian to a remarkable 
degree in his description and analysis of one of the most popular forms of religious 
drama in India. From his account we clearly see how actors, audience, and literary 
pandits cooperate to link folk and classic traditions into a living dramatic performance. 
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Hein suggests that the Ram Lila, in the form described, is probably limited to 
North India and may have originated around Banaras, where it still thrives. Ragha- 
van’s paper describes some closely related religious dance dramas, as well as a rich 
variety of other types of cultural performances and culture media which have been 
developed in South India to bring the Sanskritic traditions to the masses. 

Through the middle ages, at least, the most active cultural centers for such cultural 
performances were the temple, the math (seat of a Hindu sect), and the court. In the 
modern period, as the Madras study tends to show, these centers give way to or must 
compete with the public theater and concert hall, the cinema, the radio, the village 
community stage, and the Republic Day celebration which is held in street parades, 
parks, and athletic fields. The types of performances and media have also been changing. 
Nevertheless it is surprising how many of the traditional performances and media which 
Raghavan’s historical survey describes are still alive, even in modern cultural centers 
where they have also entered into the mass media and modern performances. McCor- 
mack’s classification of the media of communication in ViraSaiva religion shows how 
one South Indian sect freely combines both modern and traditional media to propagate 
its faith. And this mixture is quite typical, not only for religious propaganda but 
for secular as well. 

Some ProsieMs AND Processes OF CuLTURE CHANGE. Urbanization and cultural 
change. Changes in cultural performances, cultural media, and cultural centers give 
some indications of change in the total cultural structure and so may be used to 
study general trends and processes of cultural change. Such changes do not usually 
occur without accompanying changes in the social organization, and therefore need 
to be related in a complete study to societal changes. In the papers dealing specifically 
with problems of change in traditional culture, cultural and societal data are combined 
in varying degrees. The papers by Singer, Naik, Bose, Cohn, and Orans all deal with 
some aspect of the effects of urbanization on traditional culture. Although these 
author’s findings agree on some points, they differ on many others, the differences 
depending on the kind of urban environment, the particular group whose traditions 
are being considered, and the segment of culture being analyzed. For orthodox 
Brahmans in a metropolitan center like Madras, the demands of modern secular 
occupations and education make it difficult to observe their traditional ritual obliga- 
tions and to cultivate sacred Sanskrit learning. These Brahmans have not turned 
their backs on the traditional culture, little or great, but have participated actively 
along with others in adapting popular devotional culture to urban media, and in 
reviving and reshaping classical dance, music, and Sanskrit studies. 

In the once important commercial city of Surat on the West Coast, a group of 
lay Brahmans, the Anavils, has also found ways to adapt and streamline their tradi- 
tional religious practices in the city rather than abandon them. A cooperative pur- 
chasing of mattresses and ceremonial utensils made available to all members for mar- 
riage ceremonies and initiation rites, and a cooperative priest, are some of the new 
urban institutions this group has developed. 

One of the general changes accelerated by urbanization is the abandonment of 
traditional occupations by different caste groups. Bose shows in his paper, however, 
that while there has been a general decrease in traditional occupations among all 
castes in West Bengal, this is not always a result of movement to the city nor does 
it always have the same effects. Because of general economic and political changes, 
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there also has been a decrease in traditional occupations within villages and small 
towns, and these changes have occurred without change in residence or abandonment 
of caste endogamy. The data Bose presents also show a tendency of Brahmans and 
upper castes to pass into the higher professions and to maintain their relatively high 
literacy rate, and a tendency among the artisan castes to take up agriculture and 
skilled labor but to maintain their relatively low literacy rates. 

That urban influences may result in a “‘traditionalization” as well as in “moderni- 
zation” of culture is clearly suggested by Cohn’s paper on the low-caste Camars of 
Senapur village in Uttar Pradesh. The meager traditional culture of this group— 
Cohn describes it as a pale reflection of the upper-caste culture of the village—is being 
Sanskritized as Camars visit city temples, participate in urban bhajans, and come under 
the influence of modern education and of the Siva Narayan sect. It is interesting to see 
that the influence of the Arya Samaj on Brahman villagers in rural Surat has been 
in the opposite direction—encouraging widow remarriage and discouraging the prac- 
tice of child marriage and of the Sraddha ceremony. 

In Orans’ report on a tribal people in an industrial setting we have a meeting of 
the extremes: the traditional tribal culture of the Santals and one of the most indus- 
trialized cities in India, Jamshedpur, the site of the Tata Iron and Steel Company. 
To judge from Orans’ observations, the Santals have taken rather easily to the urban 
industrial setting; they work in the factory and belong to the union and to political 
parties. Despite the brief period of association—Jamshedpur was founded only in 
1911—some aspects of the urban industrial scene have already entered their traditional 
culture. They sing of the bright lights, the bus and the train, and of the Tata company, 
and see industrial employment as an acceptable alternative to living on the land: 
“Having a job at Tata is like having land, you can pass it on to your son.” 

Their traditional beliefs and practices concerning witchcraft are being changed 
in the city, although in a more indirect fashion than we might expect, as are the pre- 
ferred forms of marriage and associated ceremonies. These later changes, too, proceed 
in several different directions simultaneously, e.g., the unarranged marriages which were 
cheapest and least esteemed in rural life have become more common and less stigmatized 
in the city. On the other hand, the more Hinduized forms of arranged marriage have 
also become popular with successful city Santals. As a result of this urbanizing influence, 
the Santals are beginning to feel a cultural identity wider than that of their own 
tribe, but they are not yet quite ready, Orans believes, to move into the Hindu fold. 

One important kind of city that is not adequately represented in this symposium 
is the sacred city and shrine center. Two studies of such cities have recently been 
made, one of Wai in Maharastra by McKim Marriott, and the other of Gaya by 
Lalita P. Vidyarthi. Unfortunately reports of these studies were not available in time 
for inclusion here, but it is hoped that they will soon be published in another form. 

Cultural processes and cultural structure. Industrialization and urbanization are 
not the only influences acting to change India’s traditional culture. These are perhaps 
the most important of recent influences; in a civilization as old and experienced as 
that of India, however, one constantly feels “it has all happened before.” Ingall’s 
description of the emergence of an urban Sastric tradition and of the secularization 
of Brahmans has its echoes in contemporary Madras, except that western education 
has replaced Sanskrit education as the pathway to power and prestige. Lamb’s sug- 
gestion that the caste structure loosens in periods of prosperity and tightens in periods 
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of economic distress gives a longer perspective on some contemporary trends. 

The papers by Surajit Sinha, Kathleen Gough, and Indera Singh deal with cultural 
processes which are either recurrent or at least have strong parallels beyond the horizon 
of a particular time and place. Looking at Indian civilization from the bottom up, 
so to speak, Sinha attempts a comprehensive formulation of those structural char- 
acteristics and transformative processes which link the tribal cultures of peninsular 
India to the Hindu peasant culture and society and to the Great Tradition. These 
formulations represent a preliminary theoretical framework for a series of field studies 
which Sinha is conducting and the results of which he hopes to publish soon in mono- 
graphic form. 

Gough identifies several cults of the dead among the Nayars of Southwest India 
which differ in degree of Sanskritization, and suggests a number of social psychological 
processes which relate these cults to characteristic features of family and social struc- 
ture. Her account raises the very interesting question whether under modern con- 
ditions, as fellow factory workers and rivals for government jobs replace relatives 
as the dramatis personae, the social psychological processes also change in nature. 

Singh’s analysis of a Sikh village and of changing Sikh traditions in relation to 
dominant Hindu traditions illustrates a process of differentiation that is fairly char- 
acteristic in Indian civilization—the rise of dissenting sects. The Sikhs share with the 
Buddhists, the Jains, and the Saivite and Vaisnavite bhakti movements, an anti-caste 
sentiment which at the inception of the movement promises significant social and 
cultural changes but later mellows into some form of compromise with the orthodox 
position. In the Sikh village today, Singh finds upper castes and low castes clearly 
distinguished and not a single case of intermarriage. In the field of performances, 
Sikh festivals celebrating special Sikh heroes and saints have been added to traditional 
Hindu festivals. 

The transformation of the Sikh ethos from an emphasis on nonviolence to an 
emphasis on martial values is a distinctive kind of change, and Singh quite properly 
calls attention to those values of the Sikh villagers which fit in with such an ethos— 
good health, manliness and physical prowess, good food and wine, independence and 
aggressiveness, leadership, etc. These certainly differ from the values usually regarded 
as dominant in Hinduism. Yet they are quite similar to the ethos of one strand of 
the Hindu tradition—the martial ethos of the warrior, which Hitchcock still finds 
among Rajpiits. And one wonders, as well, how far this ethos is characteristic of a 
particular region in North India. It would be useful to have further studies of the 
Sikhs, as well as of the Lingayats, the Arya Samaj, the Siva Narayan and modern 
Muslim and Christian sects as agents of social and cultural change. Since membership 
in these sects usually cuts across several castes, they are relevant units for the study 
of social mobility and of “‘modernizing”’ as well as “‘traditionalizing’’ changes in India’s 
cultural traditions. Such studies will need to compare the role of the sects in these 
processes with that of the castes on the one hand and the secular political and 
cultural movements on the other. 

Traditional India and the New India. The Planning Commission of the Government 
of India has recently published an «:count of the principles and development programs 
of the Second Five Year Plan under the title The New India, Progress Through Democ- 
racy, (New York, 1958). The presentation is clear, persuasive, and optimistic. The 
book’s title is adequately justified by the pictures—photographic, verbal, and sta- 
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tistical—of airplanes and fertilizer plants, hydroelectric dams and automobiles, of 
rising progress in agricultural development, industry, science and education, health 
and welfare services. The impression conveyed is of a dynamic, practical, and modern 
nation taking rapid strides to achieve justice, liberty, equality, and fraternity for 
its people. 

The image of the “New India” here presented is wholly understandable; it recalls 
the history of other nations who have planned for progress, including that of the 
U. S. A., and evokes our active sympathies. Is it a true image? Certainly it is very 
different from the familiar image of a “spiritual”? and “‘passive” India. It differs, as 
well, from the images of the travel posters, which show a maharaja on a caparisoned 
elephant and a tiger leaping over the Taj Mahal. The question of truth does not, 
however, resolve itself into a kaleidoscope of images, any one of which will come 
into view with a slight jar in perspective. Every nation has two faces, the “modern”’ 
and the “traditional,” which are not always worn together on the same occasions. 
While extreme “modernists” and extreme “‘traditionalists” sometimes speak of irrec- 
oncilable conflict, there is, in fact, a mutual dependence between the two faces, as 
if the appearance of each were illuminated by the light reflected from the other. 
I do not refer merely to the ways in which modernizing reforms make use of traditional 
institutions and personnel or to the use of radios to broadcast temple prayers, although 
this is one aspect of the dependence. A deeper kind, however, is suggested by the 
juxtaposition by Nehru of two sentences in a speech laying the Second Five Year 
Plan before the Indian Parliament in 1956: ‘We are concerned with the shaping of 
the future of India. It is therefore with a sense of the burden of history upon me, 
upon us, upon this House, that I face this problem.” 

From his other writings, and particularly from his The Discovery of India, we know 
that Nehru is a “modernist” who feels the “burden of history” not merely as an 
obstacle to progress which must be shaken off. The past is rather a burden because it 
is for him a living presence compelling his mind and heart which must be reconciled 
with the demands of reform. It is the same sense which prompted him to search for 
and discover “Mother India” in its history, ancient rivers and temples, in its many 
languages, philosophies, and religious epics, in its refined arts and illiterate villagers. 
The sense of the burden of history, in short, is the sense of cultural and group identity, 
which having become blurred and problematic under long periods of foreign rule 
and influence, now strives for self-clarification and direction. 

This is the main justification, apart from the intrinsic or antiquarian interests of 
the subject, for undertaking a study of India’s traditional culture. As a living heritage 
from the past, being transformed in the present, and projected creatively into the 
future, it is both the subject and object of the changes now going on. The cast and 
scene missing from the script of New India will be found in Traditional India. 
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A NOTE ON THE TRANSCRIPTION OF INDIAN WORDS. 


About a dozen languages from the three main linguistic families of India are quoted in the 
papers of the present volume. In the transcription the obtaining scholarly conventions have 
been followed. A very limited attempt has been made at standardization; so the nasalization 
of preceding vowel, rendered variously, is here represented by m; e and o are long in Tamil 
as in Sanskrit transcription unless otherwise indicated. Generally the words are quoted in 
their standard forms unless dialectic forms are contextually relevant. Proper names of recent 
persons have been left unmarked and are retained in the accepted form—Gandhi, instead of 
Gamdhi; so are geographic names and names of streets. Very occasionally a common word, 
which may be considered to have become naturalized in English, has been retained in the 
Anglicized form: brahman for 4rahmaga; the number of such words has been reduced to a 
minimum to avoid confusions. 

Since the transcription is not phonetic but purely graphic, and is also not based on the Eng- 
lish values of the vowels and consonants, it is not always a proper guide for pronunciation. 
Here follow a few general remarks which may serve as a rough guide. A bar over a vowel indi- 
cates length, except in the case of e and o which are long unmarked; for Santal and Toda 
different systems have been followed. An a is pronounced as the vowel in “‘but,”’ #as in “bit,” 
uw as in “‘bull”; @, 7 and @ as in “‘calm,” “routine,” and “rule”; e as in “‘hay’’; 0 as in “‘go”’; az 
as in “time” (Skt.) or “ever,’’ au asin “cow” (Skt.) or “go.’’ Interconsonantal r represents a 
vocalic r, pronounced f7 as in rich, but ¢ may also represent the retroflex consonant r when 
followed or preceded by a vowel. A ¢ represents ch as in “church,” not ¢ as in “cot’’; § and 
s may both be pronounced as sh. Sub-dotted consonants are retroflex (] etc.). Aspiration is 
represented by A following the consonant: k-kA, t-th, as in “‘anthill,’”’ not as in “that’’ or “then”’; 
pA represents the aspirated p, as in “uphill,’’ in Skt., but in modern Indian languages it is 
generally pronounced as in “‘phial.” 

Rules for stress are difficult to give so as to apply to all languages quoted; for Skt. the rule 
is: stress the penultimate when long, the antepenultimate when the penultimate is short: 
Mahabharata, Ramayana, Mahayana, never Mahabharata, Ramaydna. 

J. A. B. van B. 
University of Chicago 
Chicago, Illinois 
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THE BRAHMAN TRADITION 


By Danret INGALLS 


O give an intelligible account of the Brahman tradition of India in the space 

of a few pages, the writer must simplify his facts drastically. He must also 

limit himself to what is most peculiarly associated with the Brahmans, for 
there is a wide area where it is impossible to set a boundary between Brahman culture 
and the general culture of India. Finally, he must keep his eye more to the past than 
to the present, for the Brahman tradition is now changing at different rates and in 
different directions in various parts of India in such a way as to make general state- 
ments meaningless. 

I shall try to abide by these restrictions, and to speak to you of the Brahman tradi- 
tion under two headings: first, the content of this tradition and the method of its 
transmission; second, the humans who have been its carriers. 

From the viewpoint of content, the heart and origin of the Brahman tradition 
is the Veda. Actually, the study of the Veda is enjoined by the lawbooks on all the 
twice-born, that is, all members of the upper classes,’ but for the past two thousand 
years at least, this study has been usually limited to Brahmans. The Lawbook of Manu 
says that a Brahman who knows not the Vedic verses receives no more profit from this 
world and the next than a eunuch receives from women.? In fact, as the eunuch is 
not properly a man, so he who knows not the Veda is not properly a Brahman. He 
is a brahmabandhu, a Brahman in name only. 

What is meant by knowing the Veda is primarily the memorizing of Vedic verses, 
especially those verses which are necessary to a Brahman for the performance of his 
personal ritual. He may go on to memorize more, to memorize the whole of one of 
the four great Vedic collections. Something close to this is necessary if he is to perform 
the ritual for other persons, that is to say, if he is to earn his living according to the 
traditional manner prescribed for his class. For, according to the lawbooks, a Brahman 
except in times of calamity, should earn his living as a priest, as a teacher, or as a minister 
of state. 

Each of the four Vedas contains at least three parts: the mantras, that is, the sacred 
or magical words; the drahmaga or explanation, which tells one how to employ the 
mantras and furnishes the mythological and religious explanation of the ritual; and 
finally, the sé#étras or practical rules of procedure. To indicate the amount of memorizing 
necessary to master all this, one may take an example. The White Yajur Veda according 
to the Madhyamdina school, as it stands printed in the edition of Albrecht Weber, 
comes to somewhat over 3,000 quarto pages of Sanskrit text. And this does not exhaust 
the Indian power of memory. Brahman families are still found with the names Dube, 
Tiware, Chaube, words which derive from the Sanskrit Dvivedi, Trivedi, Caturvedi, 
meaning that some remote ancestor of the family once memorized two, three or four 
Vedas respectively. 

The memorizing of a Veda was expected to take eight years, and the traditional 
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time for beginning this study was when a Brahman boy was eight years old. In that 
year would be held the upanayana, the ceremony of investing the boy with the sacred 
thread. Directly after the investiture he would be taught the Gayatri, a three-line 
verse from the Rig-veda which he would prefix to his morning and evening prayers 
for the rest of his life. 

A Veda knower with whom I have spoken has told me that he already knew a 
good many verses before he was eight years old. He had older brothers whom his 
father had taught before him, so he had overheard the Veda lesson every day since 
he could first remember. There is very little privacy in an Indian house. After his 
investiture, by repeating the verses for two or three hours a day word for word as 
his teacher recites them, a boy can soon memorize a vast amount. Sometimes he is 
made to recite the words backwards or in other elaborate arrangements so as to be 
sure that no syllable is omitted, no accent misplaced. In all this period of learning 
the boy is seldom told anything of the meaning of the verses, and he often passes his 
life in complete ignorance on this score. He is told simply how to use the verses, which 
verses to use in which rituals. And if he is studying what is specifically the ritual Veda, 
he will be given instruction in the complicated acts of his trade. 

Until the last twenty or thirty years there was always a wide market for the services 
of these Vedic memorizers. They were needed at weddings and funerals; they were 
needed at the hundred and one apotropaic ceremonies that middle and upper class 
Hindus used to find necessary. A wife had had a nightmare, her son was sick of a fever, 
the husband had taken impure food on his trip to the city—for all these things there 
was a ceremony to ward off the evil. And even when business was bad there were 
still eclipses and holidays. I know of a Yajurveda priest who always used to walk with 
his sons to the neighboring village the day before new moon and full moon. He would 
call at the house of each of his patrons and tell them that the next day was a holiday. 
“Otherwise,” his son told me, “they might not have known, for you see they were 
not Brahmans.” And the families would give him vegetables and rice which the boys 
would carry home. 

But from ancient times there were other Brahmans who followed different paths 
of learning. Instead of emphasizing memory, they emphasized analysis and an intel- 
lectual approach. The earliest forms of this learning were exegesis and grammar. I 
have not time to trace the gradual development of the Brahman intellectual tradition. 
Surendranath Dasgupta devoted five volumes to it and was still far from having 
covered the whole of its history.* But let me try to make clear at least the present 
nature of this intellectual tradition. 

The word Sastri is applied in modern times to the man trained by this analytical 
or intellectual method, and the chief branches of sastric tradition as still preserved 
are grammar, rhetoric, poetry, logic, and philosophy. The Sastr7’s method of learning, 
as also his place of learning, differs considerably from that of the Vedic student. Where- 
as the repeater of the Vedas is trained by a single teacher usually in a village, the 
SGstri is usually trained in a school or fol, and the school is usually in a town or city. 
There are exceptions to this statement, but it is worth emphasizing that the sastric 
tradition is essentially an urban tradition and has flourished chiefly at the capital 
cities of Hindu dynasties and at important places of pilgrimage: at Poona, Dharbhanga, 
Mysore, Banaras, or going back to earlier times: at Vijayanagar, Pratisthana, Ujjain, 
Pataliputra. The golden age of this tradition was between the ancient period of in- 
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vasions and the advent of the Moslems in the thirteenth century. But it continued 
after the thirteenth century in the south and has held out in a few corners of India 
into our own time. 

The S4s¢ri, it is true, is subjected in his youth to what we should consider a formi- 
dable amount of memorizing, but it is considerably less than is expected of the Vedic 
student, and it is much less important that he remember it exactly word for word. 
There are various ways in which a child may begin in this tradition. A favorite way 
is to start him out with Sanskrit grammar, usually with the Siddhantakaumudi for 
textbook. He will be expected to memorize the rules and to learn to apply them. To 
watch children applying these rules is something utterly fascinating. They will be 
given a Sanskrit inflectional form, say the form viigisavah and told to construct it 
from the beginning. They then take the simple root, reduplicate for the desiderative, 
add the sigmatic suffix, retroflex it after the high vowel, append the participial suffix 
and so forth and so on. Often there are ten or twelve steps. At each step the child 
justifies what he has done by quoting the pertinent grammatical rule, running through 
these rules as fast as the auctioneer on the Lucky Strike Program. Often there are 
conflicting rules or a choice of various methods of explanation. The constructions 
then are like the problems of geometry. They require not only memory but imagina- 
tion and ingenuity. Ifa child can stand this training for the first year, he usually comes 
to enjoy it, and one can see these young grammarians testing each other after the 
teacher has turned away from his class. The teacher of the beginners is usually an 
older student of the school, and if the children have not understood what he taught 
or if it seems wrong to them, they will go to the master and say, “Joshi Sastri has told 
us so-and-so, but surely he must be wrong,” and the master will reexplain the problem 
in the presence of the older student. There is more honesty, more patience, and more 
true teaching in these antiquated fols than there is in the Westernized colleges of 
India, at least to the extent that I have been able to observe them. 

The teaching of logic and philosophy proceeds in much the same way. The basic 
texts offer as it were a map of the universe. All the categories and the major types of 
relations are there precisely defined. The student is then tested with various sets of 
circumstances which he is asked, as one might say, to fit into the map. One student 
will take one point of view, another another, and at each step justification is given by 
reference to the rules of the game. A senior student acts as umpire with occasional 
reference to the master. On special occasions, that is, on holidays or on the visit of 
some great S4stri from another city, there will be a more formal debate with advanced 
students and even the masters taking part. 

There is a third sort of Brahman tradition beyond the Vedic and the sastric, what 
one might call the esoteric tradition. The tantras and much of the Vedanta fall within 
this category, although the Vedanta originally was firmly attached to a ritual base. 
The esoteric tradition consists of dogma, symbolism, and poetry concerning the ulti- 
mate truths, the nature of reality, the afterlife, and moksa ‘freedom’ or ‘release.’ Bits 
of this tradition are known very widely, but the tradition as an organized whole is 
passed down within special sects or orders of ascetics. It is imparted as a whole to a 
student only after he has passed through a fairly long period of service and training. 

Finally, with a good many Brahmans the traditions of their class run a good bit 
thinner than anything I have indicated. There have always been Brahmans who took 
their Vedic study very lightly, learning little more than the Gayatri, and who possessed 
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no intellectual or esoteric education either. In the same way, there are professors’ 
children in America who spend the day looking at television or reading comics. 

Now to consider the Brahman tradition from the viewpoint of the tradition 
bearers. The heart or center of the tradition bearers has always been what one might 
call the respectable Brahman family, that is to say, a family which earned its livelihood, 
married, and was burned according to the memorized, and since the time of Christ 
or so, according to the written traditions. The head of the family would serve as a 
priest for Ksatriyas and the well-to-do, or would be a householder in an agrahd@ra, that 
is, a tract of tax-free land given to Brahmans. An enormous number of land grants 
to Brahmans are revealed to us by the inscriptions. And it is interesting to note that 
in some instances, for example in the inscriptions of the kings of Vallabhi, the recipients 
of the grants bear precisely the same caste names as the Brahmans who still live on 
this land 1300 years later.‘ 

The training in such a family emphasized time and again the supreme position of 
the Brahman. A Brahman was a god on earth. The earth actually belonged to the 
Brahmans, but Ksatriyas were allowed to rule it so that Brahmans could avoid the 
necessity of taking life and could devote themselves to their ritual. There was an 
enormous amount of this ritual, of which you may find a faithful record in the essays 
of Colebrooke or in Mrs. Sinclair Stevenson’s Rites of the Twiceborn.. The head of 
the family might spend five hours or more of the day in ritual performances, in the 
samdhya or crepuscular ceremony, in the bathing, the offerings, the fire ceremony, 
the Vedic recitations. The Brahman’s wife or some other female member of his family 
would devote an hour of the day to the worship of the household idols. 

This family life minimized the importance of wealth without, however, inculcating 
asceticism. The important thing was not to grow rich but to lead a decent, harmonious 
life. Perhaps the most pleasing pictures of this traditionalism come from the pen of 
Kalidasa, although his name indicates that he himself was not a Brahman. Constantly 
he is attracted by the peaceful smoke of sacrificial fires. He writes lovingly of the 
dignified matrons going about their religious rites in the rooms of a great house.® 
And it is Kalidasa who sums up the ideal of ultratraditionalism in his praise of King 
Dilipa. Under the good King Dilipa, “the people swerved not a rut’s breadth from 
the path traveled by the ancients, no more than the tire swerves under a skillful 
driver.” 

Even the intellectuals among the Brahmans always gave lip service to this tradi- 
tionalism. The logicians, for example, completely transformed the doctrines of the 
sage who compiled the Nyaya-sutra. Indeed they had to do this if they were to compete 
in argument with the Buddhists. But only seldom did they write professedly original 
works. What they would do is comment on an older text, claiming that although the 
sage was silent on a given point, what he had meant to say was such and such. The 
school of Pracina Nyaya, extending over a thousand years, consists essentially of a 
single work six layers deep: si#tra, commentary, supercommentary, super-super com- 
mentary and so on to the sixth degree. 

There is no question but that traditionalism has been a steady ideal in Brahman 
culture. But this does not explain the immense influence of Brahmanism on Indian 
culture as a whole. This influence, I think, derives largely from Brahman minorities 
who broke with traditionalism either covertly or overtly. I shall mention two such 
minorities. 
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There were in the first place those Brahmans who sought wealth. The pathway to 
wealth was education, a Sanskrit education, specifically the education of what is now 
called a Sastri. It is hard for us few Sanskritists nowadays to realize what material 
pleasures could once be attained by our discipline. The SaAityadarpana, a standard 
textbook of the fourteenth century on literature, states that Sanskrit literature is 
the primary means to all the ends of man. The reason it gives is instructive. In the 
first place, excellence in Sanskrit procures wealth, and with wealth one can buy sensual 
enjoyments. It goes on to say that by attention to the content of traditional literature 
one will also gain religious goals and final release, but the first and obvious reason for 
this exacting training was that it was profitable.* The argument of the Sahityadarpana 
is not an uncommon one. In classical Sanskrit poetry, in the works of the literary 
critics and in the anecdotes that were told of ancient writers, one is reminded time 
and again that the ability to turn a good Sanskrit verse, especially a good panegyric 
of the king, was a passport to a lucrative position at court. The inscriptions furnish 
evidence that the argument is sound. Thus, we know Umapatidhara as an author of 
elegant verses in the anthologies.® The inscriptions show that he was a great minister 
of the Sena dynasty of Bengal. He composed verses for royal land grants himself, 
of which an example has been recovered, showing in its preamble the sort of exag- 
gerated but delicate praise of the ruling house which had probably earned the minister 
his post.!° The author of the Sahityadarpana, from which I have just quoted, was a 
Brahman minister of the kings of Orissa." One could give a hundred other instances. 
The ministers of King Bhoja of Dhar, the ministers of a whole line of kings of Kashmir, 
the great Sayanacarya of Vijayanagar in the south—all these were Brahman scholars 
who owed much of their wealth and prestige to their intellectual accomplishments in 
the sastric tradition. 

These successful scholars in the position of temporal rulers were able to influence 
Indian institutions and mores far more than could the stay-at-home traditionalists. 
In some places they even attempted to carry out the letter of the old Brahman law- 
books. In all places they established the prestige of a Brahman code of behavior. 
Even if not followed, it was recognized as an ideal. It is also worth noting that these 
mighty Brahmans seem also to have been the cause of whatever anti-Brahman senti- 
ment there was in the India of the past. And it is no accident that the only areas of 
modern India where there is an active anti-Brahman political movement are those 
areas where the Brahmans recently occupied this position of power and wealth. 

A second group who broke with traditionalism were of very different character. 
These men gave up the leisurely life of the respectable householder, but they renounced 
wealth instead of seeking it. Toward the end of the Vedic period, there appear traces 
of ascetic orders recruiting members from the Brahman class. There is evidence that 
such orders had existed among the non-Brahman indigenous population from a much 
earlier period. The Brahman ascetics become more numerous as one passes into the 
Christian era. Some of their orders were bound together by worship of a particular 
god, others were atheistic. An interesting chapter could be written on the battle 
between these new ascetics and the orthodox. For many centuries the Brahmans of 
respectable families regarded them as renegades. The orthodox of the orthodox, 
represented by the Mimamsa, or school of ritualists, held out against the movement 
the longest, and perhaps have never been entirely reconciled to it. 

The man who made asceticism and mysticism respectable in the eyes of most of 
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the orthodox was the great Samkara, who lived in the eighth century A.D. He accepted 
orthodox views as tentatively valid. That is, they were the correct views up to the 
point where one sought for absolute truth. This could be found only by a life of 
thorough asceticism, a life which he admitted was to be recommended to very few 
persons. 

Samkara founded an order of monks from which ten sects of the present day trace 
their descent.!* A scholarly history of the movement has yet to be written, but it is 
abundantly clear that Samkara’s monks exerted an immediate influence not only on 
the orthodox but on Indian culture at large. From Samkara’s time forward the popular 
admiration that had been directed toward Buddhist monks and teachers shifted to 
this new Brahman minority. 

These Vedanta monks had certain qualities that were immediately appealing and 
evocative of admiration. Samkara insisted that they give up everything, not simply 
family and wealth; they must give up even their Brahman pride. He was the first 
Vedanti to insist that his pupils give up the sacred thread. To the man who would 
see truth all things must be pure. In modern works on Samkara such points are often 
forgotten in a maze of philosophical speculation. But for explaining the popularity 
of his movement they are important. Equally important are the nonphilosophical 
hymns which he or his followers taught to the wandering monks, hymns which sing 
with glowing passion of freedom and the unity of mankind.’ The word for ‘freedom’ 
is moksa. The philosophers sometimes forget its basic meaning and spend all their 
effort speculating on what sort of metaphysical entity is left when you are ultimately 
free. But moksa to the monks who sang the Vedanta hymns meant first of all freedom 
from the ritual, freedom from social bonds; then it meant freedom from desire, and 
finally freedom from personality, a state in which there would no longer be any mine 
and yours, any I and you. 

The effect of Samkara and his followers on the Brahman majority was profound. 
Not that many were actually converted to the new asceticism and mysticism, but for 
the most part they respected it, and this respect somehow broadened their outlook 
on the world. Asceticism and mysticism have been, for many centuries now, to the 
respectable Indian classes what art has been for the last century and a half to the 
bourgeoisie of Western Europe: something for which most of the majority has no 
talent, or dares not try, but which many of them feel somehow justifies their own 
dull and unimportant lives. 

I have run to the end of my space, and yet have left much unsaid. I have not men- 
tioned temple priests, nor pauranikas, nor astrologers, nor those Brahmans who emi- 
grated to southeast Asia, introducing into those lands the learned language and the 
learned notions of India. And, finally, I have said nothing of the many Brahmans who 
simply do not fit into any category one can construct. For while Brahmans have their 
traditions, they are also human beings, and the range of variation among human beings, 
while not infinite, is certainly greater than any one human being can conceive. 
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THE IDEA OF THE MARTIAL RAJPUT 


By Joun T. Hircucock 


FOCAL aspect of the ethos of a group of Rajpit landholders in northwestern 

India’ is an idea which may be called “the idea of the martial Rajpiit.’’ 

The idea of the martial Rajpiit may be thought of as a type of person, and 

I will often speak of the idea as if it were a person. But since actually it is a construct, 

a putting together of impressions received from many different persons in many 

different contexts during the course of my fieldwork, it describes no one particular 

Rajpiit. The idea is reflected more fully in the behavior of some men than it is in 

the behavior of others; it also may be reflected in the behavior of the same man at 

one time and not at another. What I think of as the martial Rajpiit can be and often is 

something fleeting and impressionistic, a matter of accent and stance, a matter of 
what is meant by “‘form’’ when speaking of the performance of ain athlete. 

The existence of the idea of the martial Rajpiit was suggested in many ways. 
Sometimes, for example, when I asked one of the Rajpiits why he had done something, 
or why he had expressed a certain sentiment, he would reply simply, “I am a Rajpit.” 
On other occasions, in answer to other questions of the same type, either this man or 
another informant would reply by using exactly the same words, but the meaning 
would be quite different. Before answering the question he would draw himself up 
and expand his chest. Then he would make the statement forcefully, with pride and 
even a touch of defiance: “I am a Rajpiit.” The second way of making the statement, 
with its different stance and posture, its different emotion, and different implied self- 
image, points to the general area of ideas and values from which the concept of the 
martial Rajpit is derived. 

The Rajpiits themselves recognized this aspect of their subculture. The idea of 
the martial Rajpiit embodied what they thought of as peculiarly and uniquely Rajpit. 
It was this idea, they felt, which especially distinguished them from other caste groups 
in the village. The Rajpits often explicitly noted qualities and forms of behavior 
which expressed the idea, and it is understanding derived from these explicit statements 
which has made it possible to sort out with some confidence qualities and forms of 
behavior in which the idea is implicit. 

The idea of the martial Rajpiit as an ideal of conduct was never accepted by every 
Rajput,’ and during the past century and a half its power in this respect has been 
very much weakened by the establishment of more peaceful, orderly, and prosperous 
conditions in this section of North India. Like the eighteenth century fortress in the 
center of the village, a structure now crumbling in ruins, the qualities and forms of 
behavior embodied in the idea are now much less useful as guides to conduct than they 
were during former periods of intermittent warfare and social disruption. The martial 
Rajpiit as an ideal of behavior has also been weakened by the Arya Samaj movement 
of socio-religious reform and more recently by the example of such national leaders 
as Gandhi. There are many of the educated younger men in the village who regard 
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the martial Rajpiit as something of an anachronism. They see his long mustaches, 
high turban, and heavy wire-bound staff—what Steed so aptly calls “an insistent, 
self-styled physical appearance and dress symbolically denoting strength” *—as symbols 
of a passing day. These young men express their allegiance to different values by 
closely cropping their mustaches, and by wearing khaddar and Gandhi caps—the 
latter symbol causing the more martial of the older Rajpiits, privately at least, to 
speak of them somewhat derisively as sop?-walas. It must be remembered, in short, that 
I am illustrating a concept which is only more or less, and now and then, descriptive of 
any one of the 2,000 or so members of the Rajpiit population of the village of Khalapur. 

I will first note and illustrate some of the more salient features of the idea of the 
martial Rajpit; then I will describe some of its sources and supports. In conclusion, 
I will very briefly consider the status of this idea as an aid to research. 

The idea of the martial Rajput. The Rajpit caste as a whole is divided into three 
major divisions, according to whether claims to divinity of origin are traced through 
the Sun, the Moon, or Fire. The Rajpits of Khalapur are Surajbamsi, or descendants 
of the Sun. Ram Candra, the epic hero of the Ramayana, whose reign is a synonym for 
justice, harmony, and prosperity, is also a Sun Rajput. All the Rajputs of Khalapur are, 
of course, proud to claim direct descent from this godlike king, the foremost figure 
among the Ksatriya ruler and warrior class of ancient India. They are also proud to 
claim a connection with the less closely related Rajpiit heroes of the medieval period, 
and especially they mention Prthvi Raj, who met and defeated the Afghans of Ghor 
at the end of the twelfth century. They also mention the brave garrisons of the fortress 
of Chitor, and tell how men, women, and children preferred to die rather than fall 
into the hands of the enemy. 

What differentiates the martial Rajpit from other Rajpiits is the great stress he 
lays upon his connection with these illustrious ancestors. When discussing his caste 
one elderly man began by throwing out his chest and striking it with his palm. “We 
are the descendants of Ram Candra,” he said. Largely because of this stress upon the 
blood relationship between themselves and the kings and heroes of the past, one of 
the most basic attributes of the martial Rajput is the strongly held belief that he him- 
self, at least by tradition and innate capacity, is a warrior and ruler. During the course 
of a conversation in the field, it was remarked that a certain highly placed official 
was a good administrator. A Rajpiit who was present replied, “And why not? He is a 
Rajput, he belongs to a ruling race, and they have been doing this work since time 
immemorial.” 

There are a number of things which follow from the emphasis placed by the martial 
Rajpiit upon an image of himself as ruler and warrior by birthright and natural endow- 
ment. The martial Rajput, for example, regards it as his duty to see that the proper 
social relationships between all castes are maintained, and that the hierarchical order 
of society is preserved. As a prerogative of his status, he expects both deference and 
obedience from members of the lower castes. He also feels that only Rajputs have 
qualities which make competent rulers, and regards other groups who do not share 
this heritage as fundamentally incompetent to meet the demands of such a role. When 
I asked an elderly Rajpiit whether he thought Pandit Nehru was a good ruler, he 
snuffed with disdain. “He is a Brahman,” he said. 

Belief in his capacity and right to rule makes the martial Rajpiit ambitious to 
attain political power. As one of the means to this end he stresses physical prowess. 
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When discussing the new universal adult franchise, a Rajpiit said, “These are critical 
times because now we have to fight the Camars with the vote. Formerly it meant some- 
thing that we were bigger and stronger men.” It is stress upon physical prowess which is 
often implicit in many of the martial Rajpiit’s expressive gestures and mannerisms. 

Power for the martial Rajpiit is also represented by numbers of male supporting 
kinsmen. To him one of the most important aspects of his family or lineage is its 
utility in the political arena. He describes the loyal and cohesive kin group as being 
“like a wall,” and symbolizes such a family in expressive gesture by a tightly clenched 
fist. ; 

The martial Rajput tends to steer his course in village politics according to the 
number of staffs he can muster in comparison to his rivals. When contending with 
another Rajput, he may take his supporting kin group and go and stand before his 
rival’s men’s house, shouting abuses at him and challenging him and his kinsmen to 
come out and fight. 

Besides the loyal male kin group, there are two other aspects of family life which 
reflect the martial idea, though the martial idea alone is not sufficient to explain 
them. The seclusion of wives makes the family a more effective political instrument. 
Wives come from other villages. They are comparative newcomers to the family. 
They have not been steeped, as the men have, in its own special values and the intri- 
cacies of its political relations. By secluding the wives, the chance that they may 
adversely effect the family interests is minimized. The building arrangements of the 
Rajpiit household symbolize the stress upon males as the proper representatives of 
the family in village affairs. The women’s houses consist of enclosed courtyards, and 
the women are hidden from view. The men’s houses consist of a room which is open 
on one side, and these rooms are fronted by raised, unwalled platforms, on which the 
males of the family spend much of their time. The males, as a group, are conspicuous, are 
raised up, as it were, to be seen and counted. Though it cannot be said that only the 
martial Rajpiits have men’s houses with raised platforms, it does seem to be those 
with the more martial value-orientation who are the strictest and the most sensitive 
about the observance of purdah. 

Another form of family organization which reflects the martial idea is the custom 
of freeing one son from all responsibility for running the farm. This son, who is often 
a younger son and who now is usually given an education, acts as family representative. 
He moves about in the village keeping track of what is going on. One of his major 
tasks is to attend marriage celebrations, a function which takes him out of the village 
and keeps him informed of developments in a large number of other Rajpiit villages. 
One of the Rajpiits described the function of such a son as similar to that of the C.I.D. 
(Criminal Investigation Department).° 

The martial Rajpit is brave, mettlesome, and very quick to perceive and resent 
an insult. It is part of his code that a slight to his prestige should be avenged. The 
preferred method of taking revenge is to wait and plan until just the right moment 
has come. As one Rajpiit said, “We like to wait until we get our enemy to the edge 
of the pond and then push him in.” The following account describes a revenge which 
was typical of the martial Rajpit in its careful planning and achievement of a maximum 
blow to the enemy’s prestige: 


One night Prahlad Singh was returning [to his home] after attending a feast in the village. 
Dharam Singh and some others were sitting with Bharat Singh. When Prahlad Singh passed 
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they called him up to the men’s house platform and gave him a beating. Six months later 
when Bharat Singh was in [town], Prahlad Singh attacked him and gave him four or five 
good blows with his staff. Prahlad Singh then sent a message to the men’s house of Bharat 
Singh. “Your Singh [this may also mean ‘your lion’] is lying in the market place. Come and 
fetch him.” They had to bring Bharat Singh back to the village in a bullock cart. 


Question: Didn’t the police take any notice? 


Answer: Prahlad Singh had already made contact with them and had bribed them. This 
made it possible for him to take revenge in a public place, which is even more insulting. 


One of the most characteristic qualities of the martial Rajpiit is the tendency to 
carry his warrior and regal virtues to extremes. His ambition tends to become over- 
weening; his concern for his reputation tends to become immoderate pride; and his 
bravery often borders on the rash. One Khalapur Rajpit of the martial type, when 
he had been drinking, sometimes used to come alone from his side of the village to 
a side where several large families of his enemies lived. He would walk up and down 
before the platforms of their men’s houses and challenge any or all of them to come 
down and fight him. 

The tendency to overweening ambition, extreme pride, and rashness, plus the 
code of revenge and the tendency to rely on force as an instrument of policy, has led 
to turbulence in village affairs. During the past three decades in one subdivision of 
the village for which I have accurate data, there have been three deaths as a result 
of stick fights in a Rajpiit population of about six hundred. 

The tendencies which lead to political turbulence are also expressed in a type of 
biography which is recognized as being characteristic of the martial Rajpit. Ambitious 
Rajpits of ability who are supported by a large kin group and have good sized holdings 
almost automatically become influential in village affairs. If they follow the martial 
pattern, such men are proud and are eager to extend their power. These sentiments 
often lead them to violate customary rights of other members of the village caste 
brotherhood. Such acts bring counter-alliances into existence, alliances which are 
held together mainly by a desire to bring down the overreaching member of the 
brotherhood. Resentment and fear of the powerful individual often flares into violence, 
and he is either killed or else he incurs such a severe blow to his prestige that he is 
very much weakened as a political force. 

The tendency to rely on force, which characterizes the martial Rajpit in his 
dealings with his own caste, also colors his relations with lower castes. If supported by 
custom, the martial Rajpiit is angered by disobedience or a failure to show proper 
deference, and he will often slap the offender or strike him with his staff. He some- 
times justifies this act by comparing himself to a schoolmaster. Just as he considers 
it to be the duty of the teacher to strike his son, if necessary in order to make him 
behave and learn his lessons, so he considers it to be a part of his duty as guardian 
of the social order to strike a member of the lower castes in order to teach him what 
to do. 

His warrior and ruler heritage also leads the martial Rajpiit to regard other ways 
of life as inappropriate. He feels that the life of a mendicant in search of spiritual 
enlightment is not really suitable for a Rajpit. In illustration, a story is told of a Rajpiit 
now living in the village who was so disappointed at having no sons that he went to 
Banaras in order to join a religious order and become a wandering holy man. But he 
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soon returned to the village, saying that as a Rajpiit he had found he was too proud 
to beg for a living. His decision is cited with approval. 

The martial Rajpit also regards shopkeeping as unsuitable and speaks with some 
scorn of those Rajpiits who have turned to this occupation. He calls them ‘‘baniya- 
types.”’ He also regards manual labor and field work as unsuitable. One Rajpit ex- 
pressed his feelings in this way: “The life I want is the life of a soldier. This is the life 
I want for all Rajpiits. Let the Camars come and occupy the land. . . . Rajpiits should 
be given their own work, and that work isn’t beating the hind end of a bullock.” 

Formerly it was possible for many of the Rajpiits to depend upon members of 
other castes to work their farms. But in recent years, as a result of land reforms, many 
more of the Rajpiits have had to begin working in the fields. Some of them, at the age of 
forty or more, have had to learn to plow, a form of field labor which was especially 
objectionable. 

The martial Rajpiit is one who is more keenly aware than others of the incongruity 
between his regal heritage and his present status as village agriculturalist, particularly 
if he is one who must work the land himself. He feels that he must justify his present 
condition, and the form the justification sometimes takes is a mythico-historical tale 
such as the following: 


The Rajpits are a very superior race who have been reduced to this level that they have 
to do farm work themselves. During the reign of Akbar, they were the only caste that rebelled 
against the Muslim conquerors and they kept on giving them endless trouble. So Akbar 
consulted his Vizir, Birbul, who decided that some of the land which had been taken from 
them should be given back. They were given the land and were told to carry on their pursuits, 
the idea being that the regular contact with the cows and bullocks would make them patient 


and calm, and that they would become like the earth they plowed, all broken and scattered. 


The ideal of the martial Rajput is to have no field work, and those who are able 
to afford hired labor, may be said to exhibit a conspicuous abstention from agriculture. 
They sit on their elevated men’s house platforms during the day, talking with friends 
and smoking the hookah. 

The martial Rajpit regards it as a kind of warrior’s dispensation that he is permitted 
to hunt, eat meat (except of course for beef), drink liquor and eat opium. Both drinking 
and opium eating seem to be related in two ways to abstention from agriculture. For 
those Rajpiits who are wealthy enough not to have to work in the fields, indulgence 
becomes one of the symbols of their freedom and their martial Rajpiit status. For 
the Rajpiits with martial proclivities wlio are poor and find it necessary to work in 
the fields, indulgence serves a different function. Dissatisfied with their present lot 
because of what they believe themselves to have been, opium and alcohol help them 
to soften the present and to support fantasies about the past. The martial Rajpiit is 
something of a romatic and a Miniver Cheevy. 

The martial Rajpit not only has a tendency to dream about the past, he also 
sometimes attempts to relive the past in the present. A good example of this tendency 
occurred in the village about three decades ago. One of the wealthy young Rajpits 
of Khalapur had become very fond of a Muslim prostitute in a nearby town. The girl 
eventually married a rich merchant. When the merchant failed to fulfill a number of 
promises he had made, she decided to leave him and informed her Rajpiit friend by 
messenger that she needed help. One night the young man, with a large group of 
companions, all of them on horseback, rode into the town where she was living and 
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abducted her. The significant thing about this episode is that when it is recounted in 
the village, the resemblance between this abduction and the way in which Prthvi Raj 
obtained his wife is always pointed out. To use Singer’s phrase, the episode is seen as 
a kind of “cultural performance’’*—a way of making evident to one’s self and others 
some aspect of a tradition. 

The idea of the martial Rajpit may be summarized as follows: All the village 
Rajpiits are proud of the blood tie between themselves and the Ksatriya and medieval 
warrior kings. What differentiates the martial Rajpit from other Rajputs is the great 
stress he lays upon his connection with these illustrious ancestors. Because of this 
heritage, one of the most basic attributes of the martial Rajpit is the strongly held 
belief that he himself, at least by tradition and innate capacity, is a warrior and ruler. 
The martial Rajpiit is very highly motivated to attain political power. The means 
to political power which is stressed is force. The martial Rajpit’s use of force as an 
instrument of policy, his extreme pride and sensitivity to personal slight, his tendency 
to overweening ambition, his mettlesome nature and his code of revenge have led to 
turbulence in village affairs. 

The tendency to rely on force which characterizes the martial Rajpit in his dealings 
with his own caste also colors his relations with lower castes. This is justified by his 
belief that it is his duty to maintain the proper order and hierarchy in social relations. 

His warrior and ruler heritage leads him to regard other ways of life as inappro- 
priate. In his dissatisfaction with his present lot, he uses opium and alcohol, indulgence 
in both of which he claims as part of his warrior’s dispensation, to help him to soften 
the present and support his fantasies about the past. His strong orientation to the past 
sometimes leads the martial Rajput quixotically to attempt to relive the past in the 
present. 

Sources and supports of the idea. There are two strands in the local oral village 
tradition which support the idea of the martial Rajput: the folktale and the historical 
tale. There are many folktales which illustrate qualities of behavior of the martial 
Rajpiit. One, for example, relates how a Rajpit who is old, weak, and hungry considers 
becoming a sneak thief in order to provide for his needs. But he decides instead to 
act like a Rajpiit and go out onto the high road and take what he wants by force. 
He attacks a strong, young merchant, who easily overpowers the old man and falls 
to the ground on top of him. As he lies there, the old man says to himself, ““Why here 
I am, a Rajput, lying on the ground with a merchant on top of me.”’ The very thought 
fills him with such anger and vigor that he easily throws the merchant from him, 
snatches his golden necklace, and makes off with it. 

In the historical type of tale, the exploits of martial village ancestors are recounted. 
It is often told how one Rajpiit, the man who built the fortress in the center of the 
village, once shot and killed a young bridegroom who rode by him at a gallop without 
reining in and offering him the proper deferential salute. Other stories tell how the 
villagers stood off the raids of Sikhs and Marathas. The Rajpiits of Khalapur themselves 
have had a history of marauding and cattle theft. There are tales of happenings which 
occurred on these expeditions. Some of them relate how the police were hoodwinked; 
others emphasize the physical prowess of various participants. 

The portion of the Great Tradition’ which is best known to the Rajpiits consists 
of the epic poems, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. Their role in forming the 
self-image of the martial Rajpiit has already been noted. 
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Another literary source of the martial idea is The Annals and Antiquities of 
Rajast’han.* Two of the Khalapur Rajpiits claim to have read portions of this book 
in an Urdu translation. In recommending it to me one of them called it ‘the best 
history of the Rajpiits ever written.” In Khalapur, therefore, a work by one of the 
New Ksatriyas, as Srinivas calls the British,® is playing at least a minor role in shaping 
the concept of the martial Rajpit. 

The martial idea also reaches the village through the medium of professional 
entertainers. Traveling singers recite the deeds of the’ Rajpiit heroes, and episodes in 
which they appear are acted out by traveling players. The singers and players adapt 
their offerings to the tastes of their patrons; and in a Rajpiit dominated village they 
realize that it is tales of Rajpiit glory which are most likely to please their listeners 
and bring them the highest rewards. 

One of the most important sources and supports of the martial idea is the pro- 
fessional genealogist (jagabhat) who serves the Khalapur Rajpiits and their caste 
subdivision (gotra). This man comes to the village about every six years and goes 
from family to family recording births and deaths. Besides reinforcing the martial 
Rajpit’s claim to blood relationship with the great warrior kings of the past, the 
genealogist is the carrier of the myth and history related to the gotra. One of the tales 
he most often recounts emphasizes the bravery of the mother of a gofra ancestor. 
Since he comes from Rajputana (to which he returns for a part of every year), the 
genealogist forms a link with an area which for centuries has been a focus of the Rajput 
tradition. 

The idea of the martial Rajpiit as an aid to research. Although the aspect of Rajpiit 
ethos which I have illustrated would benefit greatly from a more systematic and 
thorough attempt to discover its dimensions in the village of Khalapur, it has proved 
useful to me in three areas. First, as suggested earlier when the different value-orien- 
tations of many, young, educated Rajpiits and older and more martial Rajpiits were 
pointed out, the concept has been useful in understanding and describing one signif- 
icant dimension of change among the Rajpiits of this village. This change, which 
might be called a kind of “demilitarization” of the martial Rajpit, has had signif- 
icant consequences for social relations both within the caste itself and between the 
caste and other caste groups in the village. Second, I have also found the concept 
useful in understanding some of the dynamic aspects of village politics. This is especially 
true of the cyclic rise and fall of Rajpit families, including the characteristic biography 
of the family leader, and the tendency for Rajpiit interpersonal relations to flare 
into violence from time to time. Third, the concept has been helpful in understanding 
the regal and martial, as well as the romantic and quixotic streak in the Rajpiit ethos. 

When viewed in a wider context, the idea of the martial Rajpiit raises a number 
of questions. Although many of its sources are local and are related to local history, 
perhaps the greater part of the idea is derived from sources which are part of the Great 
Tradition. Is the selection from these ideals of conduct and the way they are accented 
actually unique for more Rajpiits than the Rajpiits of a single village? Presuming that 
the Rajpiits in a given region do share a similar idea, does it have similar implications 
for the behavior of each village group? And does the idea give the Rajpits of a region 
their unique tone and coloring, effectively distinguishing them from other high caste 
landowning groups of North India, such as Jats, Gujars, and Brahmans? More research 
is needed before questions of this kind can be answered with assurance. 
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TRADITIONS OF 
THE INDIAN CRAFTSMAN 


By SteLcctaA KRAMRISCH 


HE traditions of the Indian craftsman are the means and ways by which his 

professional activity puts into form and practice his knowledge of the Principle. 

His particular craft is the sphere in which he is competent to apply this know- 
ledge. The knowledge of the Principle is imparted to him through the Tradition. 
The Principle is the source and origin of his calling, and is known by the name of 
Brahma or Visvarkarma, the sum total of creative consciousness. The Indian crafts- 
man conceives of his art not as his own, nor as the accumulated skill of ages, but as 
originating in the divine skill of Visvakarma and revealed by him. This is how the 
sacred texts, the Agamas, Puranas, and Vastu§astras trace back the traditions of the 
craftsman to the fountainhead. As practitioner of the Tradition, the craftsman ful- 
fills a double obligation. In a straight line he is linked with the fountainhead, sum 
total of Consciousness, of Knowledge and inspiration. Its immediate presence in the 
actual moment of his work is guaranteed by the unbroken line of sages and crafts- 
men who have transmitted to him his particular craft. He carries and forms it and 
makes it available to the community which shares in the Tradition, each according 
to his particular place and station in life. The Tradition embraces the life of the whole 
community. Thus, the craftsman is involved with his own people more deeply than 
by common interests or a sphere of cooperative living. Tradition thus is not only 
an oral transmission of information and beliefs from ancestors to posterity but also an 
inherited culture. It is a body of doctrine and discipline, put forth and revealed in 
the word of the Veda. 

The name for any art or craft is Si/pa. The meanings for this word are “multi- 
colored,” and comprise art, skill, craft, labor, ingenuity, rite and ritual, form, and 
creation. Neither the word “‘artist,”’ nor “‘artisan,”’ nor “‘craftsman”’ are adequate trans- 
lations of Si/pin; for the arts and crafts in India partake in the nature of rites whose 
technical performance had magic power. “Si/pani, works of art of man,” says the 
Aitareya Brahmana (VI 5.27) “‘are an imitation of divine forms; by employing their 
rhythms, a metrical reconstitution is effected of the limited human personality.” 
The range of the crafts extends over the entire culture and comprises the work of 
the wheelwright and the sculptor, of potter and perfumer, weaver and architect. The 
number of the arts is unlimited, but they are summed up under sixty-four major 
headings. These are viewed in twofold respect inasmuch as they belong either to 
Tantra, and master nature in its magic, or to the arts of Love.' In addition to these 
sixty-four techniques (ka/@) are the thirty-two sciences (vidy@) whose teaching is 
mainly verbal. 

All these subjects are related to the Veda, Revelation, the sum total of all Knowl- 
edge. Architecture, for example, the foremost and comprehensive visual art, is part 
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of the fifth appendix (Vedaiga) to the Veda, inasmuch as architecture is applied 
astrology; inasmuch as it is a ritual, it is part of Kalpa, the sixth appendix to the Veda. 
As an applied knowledge, moreover, it belongs to Tantra (an Upaveda) and, therewith, 
to the Atharvaveda.? 

The crafts were hereditary, or the succession was by apprenticeship and adoption, 
for skill is not inherited. The crafts did not form the prerogative of any caste. The 
members of a craft share their traditional occupation and the belief in a common 
origin or mythical ancestor. This is also characteristic of caste, although all members 
of a caste do not necessarily have the same occupation, and caste remains hereditary 
even if a man leaves the special occupation which is the traditional work of his caste. 
According to Parafara, all the four orders, Brahmans, Ksatriyas, Vai$yas and Siidras, 
may practice crafts. Against this liberal pursuit of the arts, however, we have the 
Artha$astra,* qualifying the Siidras as artisans, and the Visnusmrti [3rd cent.],* which 
makes all branches of art the duties of the Siidras. 

These conflicting views have India’s ethnic past as their background. That Brah- 
mans lived by handicrafts is documented in the Jatakas where Brahman carpenters 
are mentioned. Baudhayana® (4th cent. B.C.), describing the preparations for the 
horse sacrifice, enumerates the artisans who establish themselves near the king, the 
sacrificer, the carpenters, wheelwrights, brickworkers, potters and metalworkers. The 
Rathakara, the chariot-builder, is, according to Baudhayana, a son of a VaiSya father 
and a Siidra woman; whereas the Suttavibhanga enumerates wheelwrights and builders 
amongst the untouchables as they are the issue of a Siidra father and a Brahman mother. 

A double set of considerations thus operated in assessing the status of a craft. As 
far as a craft ministered to the Vedic sacrifice, it had prestige. When the selfsame 
craft, however, was practiced outside the Vedic pale, it did not carry the same dignity; 
it was not considered hallowed. Mixed marriages, on the other hand, of the Aryan 
with the other Indian populations, in anuloma and pratiloma relations, determined 
the higher or lower status of the practitioner of an occupation. 

While the subdivision of the hereditary crafts is on the basis of difference in methods 
employed, ethnic considerations and social ambitions produced improvement or 
deterioration in the caste status of the craftsman. The goldsmiths of Maharashtra, 
for instance, admitted Ahirs who were cattleherders, to start with, and rated as Siidras. 
They formed a sub-caste of the Sonars, the Ahir-Sonars; the word “Ahir” denoting 
first the subdivision and later on being no more than a surname.® Lately the gold- 
smiths of Maharashtra have started asserting their dignity by refusing to take food 
at the hands of castes other than Brahman. 

The upward trend within a craft, however, has also a deeper cause than social 
ambition. This was implicitly recognized in the law books. Manu says that the hand 
of a craftsman engaged in his work is always ritually pure.” The Gautama Dharma {Sastra® 
postulates that a Brahman may not accept food from an artisan. The law books thus 
distinguish the craftsman in his social position on the one hand, and in his state of 
grace on the other—when he is engaged in his work, when he creates and, thereby, 
gives effect to his being an embodiment of ViSvakarma. 

It is from tue latter point of view that the Kammilar, or artisans of South India, 
dispute the supremacy of the Brahmans. They hold themselves equal in rank with 
them, claim to be of Aryan descent and have their own priests. They know themselves 
descended from Vi$vakarma and his five sons, Manu, Maya, Tvastar, Silpaka and 
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Vifvajiia,® who are the archetypeal ironsmith, worker in wood, brass and stone, and 
the goldsmith. The son of anyone of these may follow any of the five crafts. 

In Kerala, however, the same classes of craftsmen, the Kammalan, who are Siidras, 
look to their fellow workers in Tamilland, change their tuft of hair from the front to 
the back of the head, wear the sacred thread and call themselves Brahmans. A variation 
of this theme is illustrated by a forged deed of adoption from Golconda, dated in 
1294,'° but actually belonging to the seventeenth century as proved by V. Raghavan. 
The deed establishes the adoption of a Seth of the Komadi class, a VaiSya, by the 
Kammilar Deva Brahmas, or Pafica Brahmas, but he remains a Vai$ya by caste. 

The myth—a form of awareness—of the descent of the craftsmen from the Principle, 
has its counterpart in the myth of the fall of the craftsmen from the Principle. This 
is told in the Brahmavaivarta Purana." Vigvakarma, cursed by an Apsaras descended 
to earth, was born by a Brahman woman, and became an unparalleled architect. He 
had nine illegitimate sons, by a Sidra woman, the garlandmaker, blacksmith, potter, 
metalworker, conch-shell carver, weaver, architect (Siitradhara), painter (Citrakara) 
and goldsmith. All were expert in their crafts, but the last three became incompetent 
to offer sacrifices and unholy because one had stolen gold from a Brahman, the other 
had failed to carry out the order of a Brahman, and in the painter’s case a pictorial 
composition was defective and not according to the rules. 

In this account of the Fall, two categories of the lowering of level are taken into 
consideration. The first accounts for the descent of the Principle to the order of the 
Siidras. This is accepted; for the Siidras were expert in their art. The second category, 
however, applies to the moral and artistic defection from the Principle. This defection 
is limited to architect, painter-sculptor and goldsmith, the arts which demand the 
highest intellectual, imaginative and technical skills. The fall, therefore, is the deeper, 
for the artistic defection goes hand in hand with a betrayal of the Tradition. 

The awareness of the Tradition is active on all the levels of the craftsman’s being. 
If he infringes on the Tradition, if the composition of a painting has no wholeness, the 
painter shows himself not only as a poor artist but he becomes, thereby, an unholy 
person. Creative work has the sanctions of a sacrament. In many parts of India to this 
day, the craftsmen worship their tools at the DaSahrd festival on the day of Vi$vakarma 
Pija. From the day of the Siitras on, both the materials and the tools of a craft are 
known to be sacred, for they are the seat of particular powers. The tree which is to 
be felled by the carpenter or sculptor is propitiated with offerings; he lays his hand 
on it with a mantra, asking pardon of the spirits residing in the tree (Brhat Samhita 
57.10-11). The axe which is to fell the tree is anointed with honey and butter so that 
the tree is not hurt when the transformation is begun by the craftsman by which a 
shape of nature becomes a work of art. 

Before a craftsman takes up his tools for any particular assignment, the axe, the 
line, the hammer, and all the other instruments are worshipped with incense, flowers 
and unhusked rice,’ for they are that extension of the craftsman’s hand by which 
he reaches beyond the ranges of his limited human person. All the work is done in a 
secluded place, with self-control and concentration (Matsya Purana). The bricks being 
invoked as goddesses, the material itself is deified prior to the consecration of the 
building. 

The craftsman was trained from childhood in the workshop of the master, whose 
son, or younger brother, or apprentice he was. There he learned technique and the 
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dharma, the culture to which he belonged and which he was to become an active part 
of. From the beginning, he shared in real work and real problems; there was no division 
of school from life. He learned the trade secrets. With devoted receptiveness, he pre- 
pared colors and tools and learned the form and theory of his branch of the Tradition. 
He was initiated into his craft. The initiation was bound up with the particular craft 
and took it for its basis. His craft will be the field of application of the initiatory 
knowledge, which is the knowledge of the Tradition. 

We are acquainted with the rite of initiation of one major and comprehensive art, 
that of architecture. The initiation of the architect consisted in the drawing and knowl- 
edge of a symbolic diagram which is a site-plan and ground-plan, the Vastupurusa- 
mandala." It is the diagram of existence here on earth. In its symmetry and proportions 
are stationed all the powers that are active in the cosmos and in man. Their hierarchy 
is conveyed by their definite allocation on the plan. The plan is a kind of module 
which has to be applied to any architectural enterprise. Moreover, its meaning is 
made explicit by its myth, the myth of the Vastupurusa. The myth tells of the con- 
dition of man here on earth, of existence itself—of which the plan is a symbol—the 
cause of his state which is a fall from heaven, and the dangers of this state which are 
turned into opportunities for the aspirations and ascent of man. The aim of initiation 
in general, and the architect’s initiation in particular, is a waking up of the latent 
possibilities of the being so that he rises above individual concerns and takes part in 
the plan of the Great Architect of the Universe. 

Each craft has an initiation imparted through the idiom of that craft. For the 
painter, the free hand drawing of certain abstract curves and curvilineal configurations 
serves this purpose. These curves are the root form of any design, whether abstract, 
symbolic or making use of the shapes of nature. Such curvilineal configurations were 
the essentials of art teaching in Sinhalese art into the nineteenth century. They are 
nearly identical with configurations carved in Rajasthan, on a temple of the fifteenth 
century (Ranakpur). 

At all times, and in villages to this day, the craftsman was an organic element of 
society. He was either a member of a village community or, if he lived in a city, he 
was a member of a guild of merchant craftsmen living in their own streets and quarters, 
or else he was a feudal servant of a king, nobleman or head of a religious order. 

In the village, already at the time of the compilation of the Jatakas, the craftsman 
was either the only one of his calling in the community, or else craftsmen of one kind 
associated in villages of their own; for instance, in a village of 1500 carpenters or 1000 
smiths. If he was the only one of his calling in a village, he made his living by an ex- 
change of his service for those of villagers of an equal occupational standing, whereas 
fixed allotments were made to him from the higher groups, grants of land and other 
concessions such as free residence, food, and clothing. Perquisites were given on special 
occasions, but cash payments were rare. Part of the profits of the villager was the 
share of the king. According to Manu, the king took a five percent tax on objects 
sold. Security and contentment would, on the whole, have ruled in the village com- 
munity whereas in the professional villages, competition was keen and rewards uneven. 
In a twelfth century inscription from Chingleput," a carpenter refers to himself as 
owner of the better half of the land of the carpenters in the village. Every craftsman 
was a cultivator. The state craftsmen, who worked and stayed within the fort at the 
palace, had land settled on them which was looked after by their family. Other crafts- 
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men came to the palace, or to a religious order, for definite assignments, but worked 
generally from their own home for local demand. Inscriptions like one of Tanjore, 
of Rajaraja, the Cola King (985-1018) register the lands assigned to a master car- 
penter, to other carpenters, goldsmiths and jewel stitchers. 

The craftsmen, other than those of the village community which was self-sufficient, 
were organized in guilds (Sregi). These were powerful bodies, particularly in the great 
cities, some of which were world markets. Although according to Manu, VIII.41, the 
king establishes the laws of the guilds, and according to one Jataka (Nigrodha), the 
king’s treasurer was the judge of all the guilds, an office established at the time of 
the redaction of the Jatakas—still, according to another Jataka (VI.427), the guild of 
painters laid down its own laws to be respected by the king. 

Hereditary officers governed the guilds; membership of a guild was also hereditary. 
When the son had mastered his father’s craft, he took his place in the guild. Each 
guild comprised all the practitioners of one craft, irrespective of their caste. The 
income of the guild came from the fees which newcomers had to pay and from fines 
in case of infringements of rules. The guild laid down the hours and amount of work; 
they maintained standards of living and of quality, both of material and of design. 
These, and all contracts were supervised by them, and they negotiated with other 
guilds. They had standing provisions for helping their members when in need, and 
sometimes increased their funds by levying contributions on looms or anvils. They 
collected, also, a certain percentage of sales or profits, or levied a cess on their members’ 
work at a particular temple, for the maintenance of the temple. The guilds, sometimes 
also contributed the work of their members as a gift to a sacred monument, as did 
the ivory workers of the town of Vidisa, in Sanchi of the first century A.D. In that 
particular case, their work was superlative and by far exceeded the work of the fore- 
man of the artisans of the royal workshop of the Andhra King Satakarni, on the same 
monument. Collective monuments, the work of guilds from various regions, and of 
individual craftsmen irrespective of caste and creed, and subscribed to by all possible 
strata of the people, were dedicated to God, whatever his name. This is how the 
craftsmen were able to give back to Vi§vakarma what he had given them. On the 
social level, the guilds were represented at public functions when they appeared, for 
instance, in the amphitheatre of Mathura, as described in the Harivam$a, at the 
performance of a mythical play. Their pavilions were decorated with flags bearing 
the implements and emblems of the various crafts. 

The king was the foremost patron of the arts. Under Emperor A Soka (275-231 B.C.), 
capital punishment was inflicted on any person who impaired the efficiency of a 
craftsman by causing the loss of a hand or an eye. 

There were artists amongst the kings: Mahendravarman, the Pallava King (seventh 
century), who called himself a tiger amongst painters; Akbar, the Great, who was the 
spiritus rector of his imperial workshops; and other lesser ones, kings who “girt up 
their loins” carrying out decoration work set as tasks by the sovereign at the marriage 
of a princess to which companies of skilled artists had been summoned from every 
country, as described in the Harsacarita'® (seventh century). Although royalty was 
not necessarily confined to the Ksatriya caste, it is enjoined in the Samarangana- 
Siitradhara that Meru, the loftiest of all temples, must have a Ksatriya for its patron, 
while the architect should be a Vaisya or Brahman. A Ksatriya, however, though 
versed in the science of architecture, must by no means be the architect (SS. LVI.35-43). 
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This injunction is magically motivated. The virtue, or merit, that is in the work of 
art is communicated to the patron. Without the artist, who works for the patron, that 
merit would not be there. The magic transfer of merit, the acquisition of a spiritual 
value, is ritually transmitted to the patron when the work of art becomes his own. 
The bond of the work with the maker is severed when he receives his remuneration 
in gold, clothes, and ornaments from the patron. Were they both of the same caste, 
the transfer would not be complete—a common bond would remain. 

The patron who wants to build a village, palace, temple, or bathing pond should 
select a guru (according to Silparatna) and a Silpin. The name for the patron is 
Yajamana, the Sacrificer, as it has been in Vedic times. The guru who is the architect- 
priest, the Sthapaka, or Acarya, performs the sacrificial rites for him. It is he who 
conceives the building to be and who directs the designing architect, the Sthapati, 
or Kartr, the actual “maker’’ of the building. With him are associated three other 
craftsmen: the surveyor, Sitragrahin; the sculptor, Taksaka; and the overseer-plasterer- 
painter, the Vardhakin. The surveyor is the son or disciple of the designing architect, 
and works under his orders; the sculptor, it is said, should work on his own initiative 
and in obedience to the designing architect. Here, as throughout all the work, stress 
is laid on the superlative work, the quality of inspiration which transmutes skill and 
competence into a formal statement of the Principle. This ultimate quality cannot 
be taught. It is released by the rite of the craftsman’s initiation and supported by 
his entire training. Flawless execution of the rules is one of the conditions, but it does 
not make the true work of art. The Vardhakin, the fourth in the team of craftsmen, 
consults with the surveyor. All these artists should be honored, for by their creative 
work and during its execution their status is sacerdotal. 

Apart from technical competence, the qualifications of the designing architect 
are: knowledge of the architectural scripture and of the principles of the other tradi- 
tional sciences. He should be perfect in body, righteous, kind, free from jealousy, 
and well-born. He should know mathematics and the puranas, painting, the various 
countries, be of a happy disposition, his senses under control, clad in a dhoti and scarf. 
He should have firm friends. The guru should be a Brahman of high birth, he should 
know the essence of Vedas and Agamas, be an initiate, ardent in his work and well 
versed in Silpa Sastra. Their collaboration begins with the ploughing of the ground 
on which the building is to be. The plough is consecrated by the touch of the guru, 
the chief architect ploughs the first three rounds. They both perform the rites of 
ploughing, and Siidras complete the work (Manasara V.25). The distinction is made 
between the craftsmen and the laborers, though unskilled manual labor itself, when 
it was for a sacred purpose, was performed by members of all castes from the highest 
downward. Citizens and villagers collected earth from riverbanks and fields (according 
to HayaSirsa Paficaratra) or they conveyed stone beams for the construction (as for 
the temple of Sucindram). 

The prestige of the chief architect was high; princes of distant countries came to 
consult him. They put on splendid garments for their visit and brought presents in 
their own hands (Kathakofa). The anonymity of the Indian craftsman is relative to 
his task. He has left his ego behind and gives his creative powers to his work. The 
anonymous builder of the stupendous Kailasanatha Temple of the eighth century 
in Elura exclaimed in wonder when he had completed his work: “O, how did I make 
it?”’;!® whereas some craftsmen inscribed their names as a challenge to others to do 
it better, for they had done their best. 
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Families of architects are known to us by their work over the centuries. The 
Bhangora family went from Gujerat to Rajasthan to build for the royal patrons in 
Mewar, from the fourteenth to the seventeenth century.’ Mandana was their out- 
standing member. He built the Kirtistambha in Chitor (1440-80) and is the author 
of textbooks (Riipamandana, Vastu-Rajavallabha, etc.) which are still in use by the 
traditional architects of Western India. We also know of patrons and gurus, successive 
heads of a monastic order, the Saiddhantikas of Mattamayiira, who, from the ninth 
to eleventh centuries, built monasteries and temples still in existence all over central 
India from the west coast to Magadha and laid down their teaching in a detailed 
textbook of the craft, the [sdnasivagurudevapaddhati.'’ In this book the sustaining 
power of the Tradition and its meaning are expressed by the rites when the Sthapaka, 
the guru, installs the temple. He places in it the seed (47a) of the temple. While the 
temple was built, the seed, the causal creative image of the temple, dwelt in the heart- 
lotus of the guru. On completion of the building, the seed is ritually brought from 
the heart of the guru and placed in the temple. This seed is Consciousness (cif) itself. 
It is then that the Sthapati, the architect, gives the entire merit to the patron, for 
says the same text, “Brahma himself is the Architect.” 
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THE INDIAN MERCHANT 


By Heten B. Lams 


NDIA has long been famous for its cities; from the times of the Greeks on, foreign 
travelers have commented on the many towns and cities of great size and wealth. 
Yet the traders who sparked this urban development have constantly had to 
contend with numerous hostile forces, among them successive waves of tribal invaders 
from the northwest. The culture which these tribes brought with them, while event- 
ually modified by contact with the Indian environment, was initially antithetic to 
trade, business, even settled industry and agriculture. There have also been many 
invasions from the sea by foreign merchants who came in peacefully to trade, but 
ended up playing the role of Trojan horses; as conquerors they favored themselves 
over Indian businessmen. Even the great empires which in the past ruled India were 
sometimes inimical to business interests. Although these empires established peace and 
a stable government over wide areas—factors conducive to trade expansion—they 
were jealous of the merchant’s wealth and throttled his activities by arrogating lucra- 
tive trade monopolies to the state, and by taxation, regulation, and outright con- 
fiscation. The insecurity of property during the Great Mogul era is a case in point. 
Similarly, the chaos which accompanied the disintegration of the great empires also 
threatened Indian traders, though a few of the wealthiest were able to profit from 
the petty wars and intrigues which occupied the rival chieftains. Finally, the status 
of Indian business has been depressed by the ancient and persistent Brahman tradition 
which disparaged those who engaged in trade and accorded them a subordinate position 
in the caste hierarchy. In view of these grave handicaps the vitality exhibited by 
Indian traders has been remarkable. Not only did they survive—and thrive—in their 
own land, but they expanded their operations beyond the shores of India to Africa 
and the Middle East, to Ceylon, Malaya, Indonesia, Indochina and elsewhere. We 
do not know too much about how this great expansion took place, but we can see the 
fruits of these adventurous traders’ efforts in the many ancient relics of Hindu culture 
in distant places. 

One is puzzled by the apparent contradiction between the hierarchical view of 
society as contained in Indian caste and the obvious vigor of Indian trading com- 
munities. Can this be explained by the gulf between the theory and the practice of 
caste? Is the rationale of caste as freezing the positions of different elements of society 
nothing more than a myth which masks the reality of social mobility? In actual fact, 
the position of many castes has altered over time, and wealth and prosperity have been 
of crucial importance in achieving an improved status. Or does the contradiction 
merely provide another case of the permissive all-inclusiveness of India with the men 
of business having their own traditions, mores and goals, a distinct group existing 
side by side with other groups possessing different goals and mores? This view would 
appear at first glance to have much validity, but it raises certain questions. Is there 
no interaction between leading groups and the kinds of power they wield, the power 
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of the priest in a priest-ridden society, the power of the temporal ruler, and the power 
of wealth? Such a lack of interplay and struggle for position stretches one’s credulity. 

It is also puzzling that within the realm of business itself there are marked con- 
trasts in the position of the merchant in different parts of India and during different 
historical epochs. Why these differences? Why are some business families and some 
business communities more highly regarded than others? Can one accept the facile 
explanation that some groups have been able to concoct more illustrious ancestors 
or closer affinities with mythical godheads than others? What underlying factors make 
for an improved status for the trader? My speculations have run something like this: 
originally there was some kind of equilibrium when traders were both economically 
weak and looked down upon. This balance was subsequently destroyed by the growth 
of trade and wealth, which have always been explosive solvents of a hierarchical, 
theocratic and materially poor society. The importance of the trader’s function is, 
of course, an overriding consideration in the determination of the position of Indian 
business. This new situation set in motion forces which tended further to improve 
the status of business. Certain of these forces will be discussed, namely the rise of the 
new religions, the development of banking, and the emergence of the guild form of 
organization. Another key factor, which appears to be a necessary, though not suf- 
ficient, cause of business power and prestige, should be mentioned: control by Indians 
of the state apparatus as opposed to foreign rule. This paper deals primarily with two 
high points of business status. 

Before plunging into this chronicle let us digress briefly on caste. We are dealing 
both with trading communities and with trading castes. The chief trading caste names, 
Chettiars in south India, Vaniyas and Baniyas elsewhere, are derived from Indian 
words meaning trade. The function and the caste are definitely related but they are 
not identical. Most men born into the old trading castes remained in these profitable 
traditional occupations, but many groups without this background also took to trade— 
the Parsis for example, who are Zoroastrian in religion and outside the Hindu caste 
structure. Hindu groups like the Bhatiyas and Lohars also entered the trading fields. 
Though they have been in trade for centuries, they have apparently not yet been 
identified with the trading function for a sufficiently long time to be ranked as Vaniya 
castes.! Although confusing, this is mentioned only to demonstrate that there have 
been trading communities which are not strictly speaking trading castes. 

According to folklore, caste grew out of the fourfold division of society in early 
Vedic times. Indian business castes, which had to belong somewhere, have been assigned 
to the Vaisya caste (class or estate) below Brahman priests and Ksatriya rulers but 
above Sidra menials. The Vaigya was entitled to wear the sacred thread of the twice- 
born, but he was the lowest high caste, the lower-middle class in the typology of 
modern social anthropology. This is an ambiguous position and may help explain why 
the Baniya is sometimes referred to as an upper casteman and sometimes as a man of 
humble caste. The borderline position is precarious and some Baniya groups have 
lost their status as twice-born castes, especially in parts of India which have tended to 
polarize around the two extremes. 

So much for caste. To return to the narrative, perhaps the lowest point of business 
kudos occurred in ancient times. Business and trade were least important in the early 
Vedic period (2000-1000 B.C.), from which the cultural values of Indian social struc- 
ture have, in theory, been derived. The Aryan invaders were a wandering pastoral 
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people organized on a tribal basis. Their chief property was cattle which were herded 
in common. The cow was, in fact, the medium of exchange. Aryan military heroes 
were called puramdaras, that is, destroyers of cities. , They apparently wiped out the 
settled agriculture of the pre-Aryan Harappa civilization of the Indus valley by 
breaking up the system of river irrigation and demolished the cities which this settled 
agriculture had made possible. Among the victorious Aryan tribes, trade had little 
function and was, in fact, identified with the hated and despised enemy.* 

With time there was a fusion of Aryan and pre-Aryan peoples and cultures. King- 
doms emerged embracing several tribes and centered in the rich Gangetic plain. 
Settled agriculture, trade, cities, the concept of private property—all came into being, 
and one can assume that in this whole transformation traders played a crucial role.‘ 
By 600 B.C. Indian traders had scattered far and wide throughout India and abroad. 
The laws of Manu, codified somewhat later, give us a description of the necessary 
attributes of the trader.° He must have knowledge of the prices and qualities of precious 
stones, metals, and woven goods; the rules for weighing articles; information about 
the wages of artisans, about soils, and sowing of seeds; about measurement of land; 
about the profits and losses from the sale of different articles; he must have ability 
to forecast price fluctuations; he must be skilled in methods of buying and selling; 
he must be conversant with the good and evil traits of nations; he must speak the 
languages of different peoples, know how to multiply his riches by honest means. 
In brief, he needed a knowledge of economic realities, of people and of foreign countries, 
and he needed the profit motive. 

The period from roughly 600 B.C. to well into the first millenium A.D. witnessed 
a great flowering of intellectual and material culture centering in the Gangetic plain 
where great cities grew up and leading businessmen came to hold important positions. 
Three factors which contributed to the improvement of business status and which 
are particularly impressive are the development of banking, the emergence of the 
guild form of organization, and the coming into being of new religions, of which 
Buddhism (550 B.C.) was the most important. 

Let us mention the religions first. One way for the rising traders to emancipate 
themselves from the social disabilities to which traditional Brahmanism subjected 
them was to espouse new religions which denied Brahman pretensions and were imbued 
with a somewhat different ethic. This the new religious movements did, and traders 
and city dwellers embraced them in large numbers.’ Both Buddhism and Jainism 
struck a blow at the priestly domination of society. They preached against the sanctity 
of the Vedas, against the notion that Brahmans were the indispensable intermediaries 
with the gods, against Brahman exclusiveness (anyone so inclined could join the new 
religious orders), against the rivalry and hereditary power of Brahmans (the monks in 
these new religions had to be celibates), and against the costly animal sacrifices which 
Brahman ritual exacted. The new religions moved away from the social, economic, 
and political concomitants of a tribal society and moved toward the proclaimed virtues 
of a private property environment with considerable stress on individual effort and 
responsibility, nonstealing and nonencroachment on the possessions of others, honesty 
of word, and frugality. 

The emergence of banking, which was likewise associated with the new urban 
society and the expansion of trade, tended to bifurcate the Indian merchant class: 
the few highly placed influential business families connected with large scale merchant 
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banking operations, who financed trade caravans and whole fleets of trading ships, 
and the many humble retail traders and village moneylenders. Henceforth merchants do 
not form a functionally homogenous body but rather these two quite distinct elements. 
The status of these two groups has also differed, reflecting differences in their wealth, 
power, the nature of their business and the status of their clientele. Bankers, unlike 
moneylenders, not only lend but also take deposits. They have rich customers looking 
for a safe haven for their wealth. Even in the lending business there are important 
distinctions between the banker and the moneylender. While the typical rural money- 
lender does a small amount of business at usurious rates and is universally condemned, 
the city banker ordinarily does a larger amount of business at lower interest rates. 
This is the consequence of the greater competition in cities, as well as the fact that 
bankers are at the apex of the’ business pyramid; they finance other businessmen. 
This kind of loan operation is more economically productive and less personal than 
the moneylenders’ distress loans to the poor, borrowed for consumption purposes 
and frequently defaulted. There was a recognized scale of business interest rates in 
these early days, the rates increasing with the distance the merchandise had to travel.’ 
Long distance transportation was apparently very risky and commanded high interest 
rates, which bear testimony to the large speculative profits to be made in such ventures. 
Also the biggest bankers have from early times financed the state itself and received 
great honors in recompense. The Laws of Manu—and here the Laws are not invoking 
normative precepts from an ancient religious tradition, but merely registering cur- 
rent practices in the work-a-day world—advise people to pick their banker with great 
care and to make deposits only with bankers of good repute, good family, and good 
conduct, who possess truthfulness, a knowledge of the law, many relatives and great 
wealth.® Heirs are important because in Hindu tradition the payment of a debt is 
a sacred obligation which sons are supposed to assume on their fathers’ death. In con- 
trast to the trader, the banker was clearly far more a man of substance, wealth, social 
position, and sound reputation. Banking, perhaps because it requires greater capital, 
expertise and public confidence, has been a much more exclusive occupation than 
moneylending which, at least in recent times, has proved easy of access by any and 
all groups.® Banking also requires greater organization, since it presupposes a network 
of reliable correspondents throughout India and even abroad to honor the banker’s 
humdi, a kind of promissory note or bill of exchange which is backed by the reputation 
and the word of the individuals singing it. Banking expertise and capital were passed 
on from one generation to the next. The title used in addressing a reputable merchant 
banker has long been Sresthé or seth ‘descendant of a banker.’ 

Merchant bankers and traders in this pre-Christian era developed their own organi- 
zations to give themselves greater security and strength. It is hard to reconstruct the 
details of business organization in early times, but traders and bankers apparently 
had their respective guilds as did other groups. These guilds were subject to con- 
siderable state regulation. The leaders of the guilds, described as men of great wealth, 
were important functionaries who served as intermediaries between the state and 
the guilds, and as peacemakers in regulating the relationships among guilds." 

An interesting sidelight on the vitality of business in classical times comes from 
the development of the science of arithmetic with the invention of the concept 
of zero and the decimal place value system of numerology—this new discovery 
being the basic building block of subsequent mathematics and science. Why were the 
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Hindus able to make this new formulation, while the Greeks with their capacity for 
abstraction were not." Perhaps because the social impetus and need for these new 
tools came from expanding business and trade, which were held in higher esteem in 
ancient India than they were in Greece. Early Sanskrit works on mathematics are full 
of the problems of trade, taxation, interest and debt calculation. Indian businessmen 
at this time also developed double entry bookkeeping.’* They are famous even today 
for their ability to figure difficult compound interest calculations without benefit of 
pen, paper or abacus. 

This early period has been dealt with at length because it was one of great com- 
mercial wealth and activity and appears to have been a high point in the approxi- 
mation of business prestige to business power. This development is reflected in the emer- 
gence of a certain degree of social freedom and mobility, emancipation from the 
tyranny of Brahman superiority, growth of banking and guild organization, and the 
control of extensive kingdoms by Indian rulers. The Brahmans naturally attempted 
to resist these encroachments on their monopoly preserve, and the Laws of Manu, 
which reflect their efforts in this regard, contain endless regulations for keeping people 
in their places. But these rules and more particularly the fulminations against infrac- 
tions, which had apparently become myriad in this pre-Christian era, echo the futility 
of the Brahmans’ attempt to freeze the world in their own image.” But the first mil- 
lenium A.D. saw a long, slow, almost imperceptible decline of trade, punctuated by 
new invasions and a Brahman revival in the Gangetic plain area. Why this upsurge 
and why this decline? Perhaps this transformation was a consequence of the emergence 
and solidification of a highly developed rural economy centering on the self-sufficient 
village and eventually supplying the chief source of state revenue—thereby relieving 
rulers of any necessity to rely on and favor traders and town dwellers. The Gangetic 
plain cities became, in effect, inundated by village India." 

To find another epoch and region offering circumstances which favored the ful- 
fillment of business power and prestige, one has to turn to the mediaeval period, 
1000 A.D. and thereafter, and to the Bay of Cambay. This area, which we will call 
for convenience the Gujarati area, really includes the states of Kutch, Kathiawar, 
Saurashtra and Gujarat, as well as the directly adjacent area of Rajputana, whence 
come the Marwari businessmen. Business still has a higher status in this region than 
elsewhere in India. 

This section had long been an important trading area. It had several good ports— 
Broach, Cambay, and later Surat. The city of Ahmedabad is located here, and important 
trade routes from the Gangetic plain area passed through Rajputana to the western 
ports. Here Indians retained the tradition of seafaring. Located at the center of im- 
portant land and sea trade routes, this region attracted foreign traders from many 
areas, and the ports acquired a cosmopolitan atmosphere. The area developed some 
commerical agriculture, chiefly cotton for export. Here the cities were not lost in 
a sea of self-sufficient villages. In fact, the cities, at least by Mogul times, had to import 
food from considerable distances.'® 

In religion this region had already moved a long way from Brahman domination. 
It had become the chief home of Jainism, an austere religion which developed con- 
temporaneously with Buddhism, was similarly opposed to Brahman pretensions, and 
also established a similar type of religious order of celibate monks.!* But while Buddhism 
with its universal appeal succumbed to a revived Brahmanism, Jainism, which had 
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a much smaller following, migrated to western India and survived. Its appeal was 
limited to a small number of devoted adherents, largely merchants and town dwellers; 
Jain laymen have been businessmen—so overwhelmingly so that they are equated 
with Baniyas. Some scholars attribute the survival of Jainism to the greater organi- 
zation and participation by the laity in the support and regulation of the Jain religion 
than was the case with Buddhism. In the Gujarat area, the Brahmans had no monopoly 
of learning and access to sacred literature, since Jainism had its own learned monks 
and sacred texts. The Jain faith prescribes an extraordinarily high and exacting moral 
code for each individual believer. Jainism has been lauded by a western scholar as 
“one of the most emphatic protests the world has ever known against accounting 
luxury, wealth, and comfort the main things in life.””” It has been defended by an 
Indian scholar as a practical religion “essentially fitted to give the state good subjects 
and the country successful businessmen.’’!® 

Most businessmen in the area, however, are not Jains but Vaisnavas, the numerically 
dominant religious group there. This manifestation of Hinduism was also originally, 
some hundreds of years ago, a protest movement against the narrowness and exclusive- 
ness of ancient Brahmanism. Vaisnavism introduced new gods not associated with 
the Vedas and emphasized the exuberant affirmation of life and good works rather 
than escape from existence, but it retained an hereditary priesthood.’ 

There are some important similarities between Jainism and Vaisnavism: both 
practice ahimsa, the injunction against killing. It is frequently averred that the Jains 
had to become businessmen because they were kept out of farming, which involved the 
killing of insects. Perhaps the belief in ahimsa merely reinforced their already existing 
remoteness from manual agricultural labor and thereby contributed to the further 
degradation of these occupations. There are many more Vaisnava than Jain business- 
men, but the epicurean Vaisnavas have not made as much money as the puritanical 
Jains. The Jains have produced most of India’s biggest bankers, that is, merchant 
bankers or shroffs. According to an English author writing in 1829, “more than half 
of the mercantile wealth of India passes through the hands of the Jain laity... . The 
officers of the state and revenue are chiefly of the Jain laity, as are the majority of 
the bankers from Lahore to the ocean.” Akbar’s treasurer was a Jain from Rajputana. 
The greatest banking family of them all, which received the hereditary title Jagatsath 
‘banker of the world’ in the late Mogul empire, likewise were Jains from this area. 
Merchant banking has tended to be monopolized by the professional business com- 
munities, especially Gujarat and Rajputana Baniyas and Jains, and in south India 
the Nattukotai Chettiars.24 The Chettiars, however, have had considerable com- 
petition from Gujarati bankers and even local Brahmans.” It is significant that in 
south India, an area of powerful Brahman domination, Brahmans have apparently 
been more successful in breaking through this banking monopoly by professional 
business communities than elsewhere. 

The Gujarat area is a region where trade and craft guilds flourished, and there are 
still some vestiges of them there. Gujarati traders have been known on occasion to 
demonstrate considerable solidarity and concerted action—the closing down of their 
shops—when some violence was done one of their members by a Mogul revenue 
officer.2 The top guild organization, coordinating and arbitrating between the many 
lesser guilds, has been dominated by leading bankers. Apparently city government 
revolved around these guilds. The Nagarsath ‘city banker,’ a kind of mayor, probably 
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was neither elected nor appointed, but held his office because of his family’s hereditary 
position in the banking hierarchy.** Many of the rulers of these small mediaeval 
states in western India came under Jain influence and employed Jain businessmen 
in their administration. Jaipur in Rajputana was called the Baniya Raj because of 
business influence at court.” These states succumbed to a succession of Muslim raids, 
but Rajputana states held out for a long time, protected by the desert of Sind and 
the rugged terrain. When Rajputana was absorbed in the Mogul empire, it was treated 
more as a tributary fief than as directly occupied territory and apparently still pro- 
vided a haven for businessmen, who migrated to the cities of the Ganges for business 
purposes but kept their families and fortune in Rajputana, safe from the depredations 
and fickle favor of Mogul rulers.2* Thus this area was less subjugated than the rest 
of India, and even later, during British times, many states in the Gujarati area and 
all the Rajputana states remained outside that part of India directly administered by 
the British. A good number of Indian businessmen coming to Bombay to trade have 
had their roots in nearby princely states. 

To describe the impact of British rule on the position of Indian business is a com- 
plex task, as it has varied from period to period and from region to region. One of 
the paradoxes of British rule was that it apparently both strengthened the position 
of the Brahman in Hindu society and set in motion forces which ultimately under- 
mined Brahman supremacy. Only two aspects of British rule will be touched upon: 
its impact on the moneylender and the banker. Eventually, British investment in 
transport, communication and irrigation as well as the removal of internal customs 
barriers encouraged a great expansion of trade in agricultural products. The ruraliza- 
tion of India provided great opportunities for one segment of Indian business—the 
moneylenders and financiers of agricultural production at the local level. Freed from 
customary restraints, Marwari moneylenders swarmed all over northern and central 
India in pursuit of profits.” The alienability of land, which the British introduced, 
and rising land values made it possible and profitable for moneylenders to foreclose 
on mortgages and become landlords. In brief, British rule brought the expansion of 
that type of business activity which has the lowest possible prestige rating in India 
or elsewhere. 

Under British rule, Indian merchant bankers, though they were initially relied on 
and used by the East India Company, eventually lost their positions of power and 
influence and many of their functions as well.?® They were no longer bankers for the 
state since British banks were set up to take over this role. They were no longer needed 
as moneychangers since the imposition of a uniform currency obviated this function. 
They were no longer revenue collectors. And they were no longer at the apex of trade 
since the British exchange banks pretty much monopolized the financing of foreign 
trade. Indigenous banking had to face competition from western-style joint stock 
banking, which for a long time was monopolized by Britons. Indigenous bankers 
still continued to do business in the same old way in the declining cities of the hinter- 
land where western bankers did not penetrate. But they were relegated to a sub- 
ordinate position in the new, growing ports of Calcutta, Madras and Bombay. They 
usually financed trade only up to the export level, or they became actual middlemen, 
brokers and factotums for British firms.** As middlemen, of course, they did not 
enjoy the same prestige as principals. They suffered this fate much less in Bombay 
and western India where merchant-bankers had a higher status in their own society. 
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It was in this area that members of Indian merchant-banking families were able later 
on to move from being middlemen to being principals, engaging more and more in 
foreign trade on their own, constructing modern textile mills and ultimately setting 
up western joint stock banks. 

With the growth of Indian nationalism and its emphasis on economic as well as 
political independence and on the need to expand industry, a new dimension of busi- 
ness prestige emerged, that of industrial performance. Those merchant bankers like 
J. N. Tata, a Parsi, and Walchand Hirachand, a Jain, who made a contribution to 
India’s basic industrialization and to her economic independence of British business 
and British shipping, became national heroes. A good many Indians were able to make 
the transition from merchant banking to light industry—more particularly, cotton 
textiles. Indian textile manufacturers until World War I belonged to the leading 
business communities of Bombay and Ahmedabad: Parsis, Bhatiyas, Gujarati Baniyas 
and Jains, and Khojas, i.e., a trading community which had been converted to Islam. 
The implications for business prestige of this new focus on the urgent need for indus- 
trial development can be seen clearly in the evidence introduced before the Indian 
Industrial Commission 1916-18.°° There the point was repeatedly made that, outside 
the Bombay-Gujarat area, the much needed industrial expansion had failed to material- 
ize in large part because the professional business communities refused to venture 
their capital in industry, whereas the Brahmans and intelligentsia, who had a patri- 
otic concern for India’s industrial development and freedom, had generally failed 
in their efforts to establish successful industrial undertakings because they lacked the 
capital and business know-how. Indian business communities were berated for their 
failure to emulate the Bombay and Gujarati business achievement. This situation 
has since changed; leading business communities like the Marwaris and Chettiars and 
others have in the last thirty-five years begun to finance industrial operations. 

Before concluding this paper we should add a brief note on the impact of growing 
wealth and power on communities which have taken to trade and more recently to 
modern industry. What happens to their image of themselves and to their social 
mores?*! Certainly the most successful and distinguished of them come to regard 
themselves as members of the elite and to act accordingly—like the elect of early 
Calvinism who substantiated their claim to election by a strenuous dedication to acts 
and articles of faith. Historically, trading communities have tended to adopt customs 
of the higher castes, such as early marriage, taboo on widow remarriage, seclusion of 
women, strict vegetarianism, and rigid rules concerning the question of those with 
whom one eats and intermarries; and often a fractionalization of the group itself has 
taken place in the quest for greater purity. But as the community becomes more 
affluent and sophisticated, there appear to be tendencies operating in the reverse 
direction. The hallmarks of orthodoxy are less rigidly adhered to, the age of marriage 
is extended, widows are allowed to remarry, women are not so secluded, intercaste 
dining is allowed and even some intercaste marriages, higher education and even the 
education of women are encouraged, and various social and religious reform movements 
are advocated. This shift has long been noticeable among the leading Bombay business 
communities and the Ahmedabad Jains, but recently has become evident among 
business groups in other parts of India. And with these changes laymen seem to be 
better able to cope with their hereditary priests, to bring them more in touch with 
modern life and to reduce their hold over the population. This has occurred both 
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among the Parsis, whose religion is remote from Hinduism, and among the Hindu 
Vaisnavas. There was a fascinating controversy in the mid-nineteenth century between 
Gujarati businessmen and their priests, the upshot of which was that businessmen 
established the principle of the dispensability of their priests by their successful asser- 
tion that household worship without benefit of priest was on a par with temple worship; 
the priest’s power to deny temple worship had been his main weapon against recalci- 
trants. An author on Vaisnavism comments on this episode as follows: ““This shows 
to what extent Brahmin supremacy has been losing its hitherto unchallenged position 
in an environment of trade, commerce, industry and increasing education. Thus some 
rich Bhatias and Vanias have proved themselves a remarkably efficient social force 
to deal with the evils in their ‘church.’ ”*? 

In the twentieth century, Indian trading communities helped to achieve the long 
sought goal of a free India and the establishment of a government favorable to the 
development of Indian business over foreign interests and dedicated to a rapid indus- 
trialization program. These basic changes are likely to enhance the position of Indian 
business. We have seen how the status of the merchant has fluctuated with the impor- 
tance of his function to society and the relative degree of urbanization. While, to be 
sure, the state is today increasingly assuming responsibility for the building of a heavy 
industry base, the very fulfillment of this goal should create expanding opportunities 
for Indian business in the light industry sector. The Brahman view of life which 
places Brahmans firmly on the pinnacle of the social hierarchy has been losing ground 
in modern India and thereby the gulf between Gujarat and the rest of India has been 
lessened. Nationalism, economic development and urbanization, as well as specific 
movements of social protest, have all contributed to this development. In the field 
of business organization there has been a steady growth during the past fifty years not 
of guilds, but of modern Chambers of Commerce and specialized trade and industrial 
associations. With the advent of economic planning in the framework of a mixed 
economy, these organizations assume a new importance. And in the new India, certain 
leading industrialists of wealth and enterprise, like the merchant bankers of long 
ago, have a prestige and influence out of all proportion to their numbers. It would 
appear, then, that India may be entering a new phase in which business plays a signif- 
icant role in an expanding economy—provided, that is, that the Indian formula for 
a mixed economy turns out to be viable and that business is able to adjust to the 
mildly socialistic overtones of a welfare state. 
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CLASS AND CULTURAL TRADITIONS 
IN INDIA 


By W. Norman Brown 


HE four preceding papers in this section deal with Indian tradition and civili- 

zation from two contrasting viewpoints. One is that of the authoritarian, 

theological, or religious tradition. According to it, the rules by which society 
should live were decreed by a deity or are enshrined in some cosmic impersonal system, 
operating mechanically and automatically, and transcending even the lofty deity 
who supervises its administration. This viewpoint is explicitly presented in two papers: 
first, that by Daniel Ingalls on the Brahman, that respository, custodian, and expounder 
of Hindu tradition; and second, that by Stella Kramrisch on the craftsman, whose 
task is to provide, under indicated specifications or standards, objects of worship and 
daily living with which man is to fulfill his heaven-decreed duty. 

The other viewpoint is that of social institutions as man-made products, ever 
changing and evolving into new forms, each of which may or may not constitute a 
more stately mansion than the last, but in any case is meant to serve man in his ever 
expanding universe. Helen Lamb’s paper on the merchant views him and his social 
function in such an evolutionary setting. She takes relatively little account of Hindu 
traditional theory of the merchant class and instead views the merchant with con- 
siderable detachment, somewhat as an experimenter observes animals in a maze learning 
new ways to circumvent the ever varying complications interposed between them 
and the apples which are their goals. 

John Hitchcock, in treating the warriors, describes the plight of one living in modern 
India who would like to deal with life from the first point of view, but alas, decayed 
gentleman that he is, must needs let the eternal verities go and clutch at any new ad 
hoc means he can discover merely to maintain his existence. 

What do these papers, taken as a group, teach us about class and cultural traditions 
in India? To what degree are the authors’ remarks valid in the light of evidence in 
the literature? Can we fuse these papers and give them a setting and a generalized 
interpretation that will be suggestive today? 

The earliest picture we can draw of society in India is based upon the Rig-veda— 
unfortunately, we can do little or nothing in describing the still earlier society of the 
Indus Valley. In the Rig-veda, as everyone knows, society was sharply divided between 
Aryan and non-Aryan. Aryan society is presented there as composed of three classes— 
the priest or Brahman, the warrior or nobility, and the commons or folk—just the 
three classes that have been treated in our papers. There was also a non-Aryan segment 
of Vedic society, the serfs, which has not been treated here, though their post-Vedic 
descendants have been mentioned often. 

In the Rig-veda, which is a collection of hymns composed chiefly by professional 
priests for use in ceremonies conducted by them, there is preserved a myth (Rig-veda 
10.90) about these four classes, which, as might be expected of the priestly author, 
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affirms the supremacy of the priests. All four classes came into existence at the time 
of creation, when the gods dealt with the primeval world substance which was then 
only a conglomerate mass. This was conceived as having the form of a human being, 
and this the gods sacrificed and divided. From that being’s mouth came the priest; 
from his arms came the warrior; from his loins the commons; and from his feet the serfs. 

It is not just a hierarchical coincidence that the Brahman or priest as the highest 
class—in the Brahmans’ own estimation—came from the cosmic being’s mouthi, and 
that the next highest class, the warrior, was born on the next lower physical level, 
that is, sprang from his arms. The mouth and the arms are symbolic of the functions 
of these two groups in Vedic man’s view of society. The mouth as the organ of speech 
has a special power. For sound has in itself a metaphysical power. The hymns of the 
Rig-veda as recited by the trained priest have such power, because they consist of 
the right sounds in the right combinations (words—and, of course, these are Sanskrit 
words) uttered in the right sequence and with the right intonation; and when they 
are so recited and accompanied by the right manual acts, they are irresistible. They 
are sure to accomplish the reciter’s purpose. Demons and gods are subject to their 
power. Still more, at the time of creation, which is several times represented as having 
been effected by the gods or a supreme god at the first sacrifice, the prototype of all 
sacrifices, the gods or the supreme god formulated the idea and then uttered the 
names of creatures, whereupon those creatures came into existence (Rig-veda 10.82; 
10.125). Sound is personified as Vac ‘speech,’ a goddess, to whom in some Rigvedic 
hymns all power is ascribed (10.125; 10.71). The Brahman, as custodian and user of 
potent sound, that is, the sound of the Veda, is, by his own claim, the most powerful 
class of society. I think I may add that, to the Brahman of all periods, the idea of the 
cosmic power of sound was not just a theory. He has acted, or at least written, through- 
out Hindu history as though he believed it to be a fact. The tradition of 
which Kramrisch and Ingalls speak was put into literary form by the Brahman, and 
when it was so put, it was regarded as sacred, valid and binding, to be honored and 
observed by men, especially when the Brahman, or his fellows or successors, felt that 
the utterances were inspired, that is, reproduced the eternally potent collection and 
arrangement of sounds that constitute an authoritative text. 

The Brahman was then the final authority on earth, or so he would have had us 
believe, and his whole point of view was authoritarian and traditional. Even when 
a Brahman expressed a new philosophical concept, he tried to convince himself and 
his hearers that it really was nothing new, that the old texts, properly understood, 
meant just what he was teaching, and that he had not broken with tradition but rather 
was voicing or fulfilling it. 

Not all of Hindu society, even in Vedic times, acted as though it accepted the 
Brahman’s view of himself. The warrior, we may infer, was not always submissive 
to Brahman pretensions. He had the temporal power, the army, and he owned the 
land. As king, he was in control; as nobility, he shared control with the king, supported 
the king, or possibly sought rulership for himself by usurpation. A good deal has been 
written on the subject of rivalry between priest and warrior in ancient India. Little 
direct data exist on it in Vedic texts themselves, but much is expressed there by 
allusion or implication. 

As for the commons, the people, the Vedic texts treat them with only bare civility, 
having little to say about them, being devoted instead to the affairs of the aristocracy, 
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which consisted of the warrior class and the priesthood. And the non-Aryan serfs 
are, of course, denied the privileges accorded even to the Aryan commons. 

In the Rig-veda the relations of the classes of society to one another are not defined, 
but in the later Vedic texts, there is at least one passage where the relations and func- 
tions of priest, commons, and serf to the warrior, this time as king, are described. 
This is in the Aitareya Brahmana vii.29. There it is said that the Brahman, or priest, 
is a receiver of gifts (@d@yz), a drinker of the sacrificial soma (4p@yz), and a seeker of 
food (avasayi), and liable to removal at will (yathakamaprayapyah). That is, he performs 
the sacrifice for the king, in return for which he is to receive a fee, and if his services 
do not produce results satisfactory to the king, his employer, he may be discharged. 
The commoner (VaiSya), the text goes on to say, is tributary to another (anyasya 
balikyt), that is, to the king; is to be lived on by another (anyasyadyah); and is to be 
oppressed at will (yathakamajyeyah). This means that the king may assess taxes against 
him at his pleasure. The serf (Sidra) is the servant of another (anyasya presyah), to 
be expelled at will (kamotthapyah), and to be slain at pleasure (yathakamavadhyah). 
The free classes of priest and commoner must submit to the warrior and serve him, 
the one by giving him advice, the other in return for the protection that lets him 
make money. The case for unlimited and arbitrary levies upon the merchant, high 
taxation of business in modern terms, can be illustrated abundantly in post-Vedic 
literature such as the epic! and others, down to the conduct of Indian princes in modern 
times. Princes regarded this as their prerogative, and some years back one such ruler 
complained rather bitterly to me that under British overlordship he could not exercise 
this traditional right on a wealthy merchant subject. 

It is the traditional Hindu view of class and caste that each caste has its own func- 
tion and should keep to it. In this way the cosmos operates most smoothly. The war- 
rior’s duty is to protect, the priest’s to advise, the commons’ to pay the bill. But it 
is just as certainly a fact that at no period was there ever any such sharp differentiation. 
All four papers have in one way or another illustrated that fact. In a world where 
most people must get a living by their labor, it has been inevitable in India, as else- 
where, that a son should often undertake a profession or craft different from his father’s. 
Further, a member of one group, impressed with the importance of his own profession, 
may view it not as just a member of a team of professions of equal importance, all 
cooperating for the public good, but rather as the dominant profession, with an im- 
portance beyond that of any other—a sort of monarch among the professions. Thus 
in a Vedic text (Aitareya Brahmana viii.25) the king’s priest, who is the king’s adviser 
and his representative at the great sacrifices and the director of the whole sacrificial 
performance, is called outright r@sragopa ‘protector of the realm’ because he preserves 
both the king and the kingdom by means of his spells and rites. He appears there not 
merely as exercising the priestly duty of interpreting the divine will and advising the 
king, but also as arrogating to himself the warrior’s prime duty of giving protection. 
So, too, the ArthaSastra in one of its early sections (II.7) makes the point that the most 
important of the three ends of worldly life is not religion (dharma), or pleasure (kama), 
but wealth, the public economy (artha), for all the others depend upon it—a sentiment 
which sounds very modern. 

Even in the performance of his class function, a member of one group may seem 
to have the motivation of another. The Vedic priest seeking his fee is, as Maurice 
Bloomfield pointed out,? responsible for a pretty substantial section of Vedic poetic 
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composition. His fees are represented as very large; for example, the sage Yajiiavalkya, 
after his conversations with King Janaka, as reported in the Brhad Aranyaka Upanisad, 
must have gone home with tens of thousands of cows. And the Brahman was very 
jealous of his property rights; there are hymns in the Atharva Veda (5.18; 5.19; 12.4; 
12.5) invoking the direst of curses upon anyone trepassing upon those rights. If the 
literature is at all to be relied upon in this area, there must have been a good many 
successful Brahmans who had to manage large landed estates, like warrior landholders 
and prosperous VaiSya cultivators. Assumption of temporal power and acquisition of 
material wealth by Brahmans may well have been part of the complex of reasons for 
the popularity which Buddhism and Jainism, which were anti-Brahmanic, won among 
noble landholders and wealthy urban merchants in Magadha, a development which 
Ingalls and Lamb have mentioned. 

The phenomenon of the old aristocracy in decay, which Hitchcock describes, 
is probably age-old. It is an aspect of the constant shifting in class composition and 
caste hierarchy. As far back as the late Vedic period, it is possible to observe assimilation 
of Vaisya and Sidra, Aryan commonalty and non-Aryan serf. The overlapping of 
crafts is also an ancient phenomenon. We can see in successive strata of literature the 
shift in position of the chariot makers, for example, and Kramrisch has told us of 
craftsmen whose hands were always considered pure when they were assisting in the 
ceremonies, but who were in other circumstances not to be touched by Brahmans. 

As classes shift in occupation, they must incur new responsibilities. When a Brahman 
or a warrior becomes an agriculturist, he has to start paying taxes, like the Vaiya, 
for whom the term “taxpayer” (karada) is a standing epithet. The new obligation 
is one of the marks of the decayed aristocrat’s degradation. 

In a society like that of India today, where the Vaigya is supreme, the Brahman 
and the Ksatriya seem likely to lose more and more of their old status, to be increasingly 
assimilated to the Vaigya and the Sidra, and to live more and more by their wits 
rather than by their position. This is not a happy thought for some of them, who see 
in this degenerate Kali age the prospect of even further degeneration, when the Sidra, 
largely ignored in our review, will dominate society, and the traditional three upper 
classes will be downgraded to his level. The still further decline of society to the level 
of the Fifths is an appalling prospect which no traditionally minded Brahman has 
yet mentioned to me. 

There is another point which I wish to suggest. Kramrisch has indicated the noble 
origin of the crafts in the Hindu view. ViSvakarman, celebrated in various Vedic hymns 
(Rig-veda 10.81; 10.82) as the great artificer who created the material world, the gods, 
and man, who is himself the Absolute, invented these crafts. In Jainism, the first 
Savior of our era invented them, billions of billions of years ago, when the world in 
the progressive decline from the primordial golden age needed these crafts to make 
men’s lives more tolerable, just as he became the first king and invented laws. 

It is a general Indian view that all the crafts, as Kramrisch has pointed out, are 
part of the pattern of life, just as are religious rites and the functions of rulership. 
Nothing known to man or practiced by him exists, in the Hindu view, without neces- 
sity. Even the thief operates under divine sanction and the prostitute too has a duty 
to perform, to make a complete world, though there is also a need for police and judges 
to keep the thief and the prostitute within bounds. All the many groups of society 
are viewed as parts of a vast and complicated machine in which all parts are inter- 
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dependent and must mesh for perfect operation. How much will such a view influence 
the creation of India’s new society? Does it show itself, for example, in the field of 
commerce and banking, with which Lamb has been dealing? I have no information 
with which to answer my question. 

But I do have a comment, a kind of caution. Back at the beginning of the nine- 
teenth century, when India was learning about our Western world, there were Euro- 
peans, like Macaulay, and Indians, like Ram Mohan Roy (1774-1833) who expected 
the traditional order to disappear before a Western order. It did not disappear, though 
it changed a good deal. I would think it possible that the old order still has a good 
deal of life in it. Just as in the past it has always been changing, showing dynamic 
qualities, proving its adaptability, so today it may still be letting down new airroots 
from sound old branches. 

In all the new developments of that rapidly changing nation, I suspect that there 
are vital elements, subtly present, influencing the character of the new nation. I 
should like to see us discover, by some process of investigation, just what is the central 
and unchanging element in the ancient, shining civilization of India that is being 
projected into new forms today. It does not, I think, consist of religious rites, for 
these are altering. Nor does it lie in art forms; a modern, yet still Indian, art is now 
flourishing. Neither is it a specific social structure, for many features of caste and 
family are disappearing. All these things change. Yet one—or at least I—cannot help 
feeling that India is still characteristically Indian and not anything else. Perhaps the 
enduring element, which has animated that civilization for so long, is tolerance, a 
tolerance of the new, the unusual, and the different, a capacity to reshape itself in 
changing conditions, a quickness of comprehension and a willingness to seek for new 
solutions to new problems. Certainly her history from period to period has revealed 
this kind of flexibility. She can keep the old, if it is useful, because she can also uncom- 
plainingly give up the old, when it is no longer useful. She does not have to experience 
a violent conversion, get rid of all her past at once, and suddenly become something 
different. She can instead progress by successive steps, even by steps taken in quick 
succession, as at present. She can always be adapting herself, without experiencing 
a devastating feeling of guilt in doing so. Or so, at least, I surmise. 
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THE VAHIVANCA BAROTS OF GUJARAT: 
A CASTE OF GENEALOGISTS AND 
MYTHOGRAPHERS 


By A. M. Suan AND R. G. SHROFF 


FOREWORD 
By 


M. N. Srinivas 


It ts well-known that during the last twenty years much progress has been made in the 
structural analysis of “‘segmentary’’ societies in Africa and elsewhere. A significant con- 
clusion which has emerged from this research is that genealogies, as remembered by the 
people who are being investigated by the field anthropologist, do not always provide accurate 
accounts of actual descent. More specifically, in those segmentary societies which are non- 
literate, genealogies have been known to respond to the dynamics of clan and of lineage 


structure; there ts, for instance, the process of “telescoping’’ by which generations drop 
out regularly to give fixity of form to the genealogical structure. It enables the various seg- 
ments of the lineage or clan to maintain the required structural distance between each other, 
and this, in turn, regulates their mutual relations. “‘Telescoping” occurs at the remoter 
generation levels, beyond the reach of the memory of even the old people. 

The question then arises, “What happens in segmentary societies in which written 
records of genealogies are kept?” Prima facie, it would appear that the existence of such 
genealogies would make alterations difficult if not impossible. 

The existence of a caste of genealogists and mythographers variously known as Bhats, 
Carans, Vahivanca Barots etc., over the whole of north India provides us with a crucial 
situation in which this problem can be studied. Shri Shah and Shroff make it clear that 
the genealogies recorded by the Barots of central Gujarat are accurate up to a particular 
genealogical level, and beyond it they are unclear. This lack of clarity at particular levels 
makes it possible to forge links between a lineage and the clan of which it claims to be a 
part, and between the clan and the caste to which it claims to belong. The Barots, in their 
role as recorders of genealogies and of other data, are acting as historians. They are also 
something else—they provide a lineage or caste with written material which enables it 
to raise itself in the hierarchy as well as symbolizes the fact that it has arrived in the world. 
The Barots, however, seem to be able to help only those castes which want to pass for 
Rajpits. They do not seem to be able to help castes which aspire to become Baniyas (Vaisyas) 
or Brahmans. These two castes, which are literate as well as highly Sanskritized in their 
way of life, do not patronize Barots. It is usual for a Brahman or Bantya caste in Gujarat 
to have a myth about its origin recorded in a caste purana. The caste puranas have not 
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been studied as yet. Shri Shah and Shroff indicate that there is a connection between the 
existence of a written purana for a caste and its failure to patronize Barots. This matter 
needs to be investigated further. 

It is interesting to note in this connection that the Patidars of central Gujarat, who until 
recently claimed to be Rajpiits (Ksatriyas), now claim to be Baniyas (Vaifyas), and this 
change in their collective ambition is accompanied by an increasing disinclination to patronize 
Barots. In Gujarat the Baniya caste enjoys prestige, and this is the reason why Papidars 
want to pass for Baniyas even though according to the Varna-scheme, Ksatriyas are higher 
than Vaisyas. 

The Barots, in the course of their work, bring local lineages and clans into contact 
with regional if not all-India myths and history. The lineages and clans concerned destre 
to raise themselves in the local hierarchy, and the history and myths recorded in the books 
of the Barots help them in their ascent. This results in linking the myth and history intimately 
with the people concerned. The Barots thus bring the Little and Great Tradition together. 
They also stimulate the Sanskritization of the way of life of the people they minister to. 

It is essential to realize that the Barot who enables members of other castes to push 
themselves up in the hierarchy, is himself part of the caste system. And he has modelled 
himself on his most important patron, the Rajpitt. 

The bardic castes of north India cover a vast stretch of territory, and an immense quantity 
of information about genealogies and other matters are to be found in their books. One of 
the Barots of Baroda has literally a roomful of books with him. It was not our aim, however, 
to bring the data recorded by Barots to light. We went to the Barots only in order to secure 
data having historical depth to supplement the data which the field anthropologist usually 
gathered, in the hope that this would enable us to pose a new set of problems, synchronic 
as well as diachronic. It was decided, therefore, to carry out a field study of a multicaste 
village in central Gujarat after ascertaining that some, at least, of these castes patronized 
Barots. The investigators assiduously cultivated the Barots, and they were gradually drawn 
into a study of the Barots themselves. They became deeply interested in the Barof's attitude 
to his books and patrons, and in his mode of working. The present paper is concerned only 
with this aspect of the total study. 

The authors of the paper point out that the Barots are extremely secretive about their 
books, and that they are suspicious of people who want to know what is in them. The 
Barots are used to parting with information recorded in their. books only to their patrons, 
and not to outsiders. They fear that they may be driven out of business by unscrupulous 
rivals, and the books are still an important source of a Barog's income. In recent years they 
have been approached by a few scholars, and this has led some Barots to think that their 
books are worth even more than they thought they were. 

The understandable doubts and hesitations of the Barots slowed down the progress of 
our inquiry. But gradually Shri Shah and Shroff were able to win the confidence of a few 
Barots who gave them much valuable help—they showed a few of their books, and also 
introduced Shri Shah and Shroff to other Barots. It may be mentioned here that the work 
of the inquiry was divided in such a way that Shri Shroff concentrated on the Barots while 
Shri Shah conducted the field study of the village. Shri Shah also planned the inquiry at 
at every stage, and it is he who drafted this paper. 

It is indeed surprising that though the existence of castes of genealogists and mythog- 
raphers has been known since the publication of James Tod’s famous Annals and Antiq- 
uities of Rajast’han (1829-1832), statements have been made ad nauseum by European 
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observers of Indian life that Indians do not have any sense of history. This myth has ob- 
tained such wide currency that even Indian intellectuals subscribe to it. It is hoped that the 
publication of this paper will help in destroying it though myths die hard. 

I would like to thank Robert Redfield and Milton Singer, of the Department of Anthro- 
pology of the University of Chicago, for a generous grant which enabled the Department 
of Sociology of the M. S. University, Baroda, to undertake the inquiry. I would also 
like to thank Shrimati Hansa Mehta, Vice-Chancellor of the M. S. University of Baroda, 
for advice and help at every stage, and my colleague and friend, I. P. Desai, for supervising 
the inquiry during my absence from Baroda in 1956-57. 

A special word of thanks is due to the Barots who, once they were convinced of our 
bona fides, allowed us to copy from their books, gave us much other information, and also 
put us on to other helpful Barots. Foremost among them was Shri Banusinh F. Barot 
without whose help and cooperation we would not have made headway with the Barots. 
Other Barots who have helped us in various ways are Shri Maheschandra M. Barot, 
B.A., M.S.U.; Shri Jaswantsinh K. Barot, B.A., LL.B.; and Shri Mahipatsinh M. 
Barot, and Sabursinh J]. Barot. We are indebted to every one of them. 


The Bombay Gazetteer? mentions the following: Bhats, Carans, Vahivancas, 

Atits, Devalvakiyas, Bhands, Kapdis, Lavaniyas, Magans, Nagaris, Palimagas, 
Ranimagas, Turis and Dhadhis. Zazerchand Meghani*® mentions a few more: Udiyas, 
Mirs, Motisaras and Ravals. These castes may be classified into those who keep records 
and those who do not. Only the Vahivancas and Ravals, from the eighteen castes 
listed above, keep records. Among those who do not keep records, all, except Bhats 
and Carans, are regarded as mendicants of a sort. This paper will be concerned mainly 
with the four nonmendicant castes, Vahivancas, Ravals, Bhats and Carans. 

We shall begin by considering the Bhats and Carans, who do not keep records. 
The main themes of bardic ballads are battles, warriors and kings. These ballads have 
to conform to a prosody, meter, and rhyme which are peculiar to themselves. To be 
fully appreciated, the ballads have to be heard as sung by a Bhat or Caran with suit- 
able gestures and modulations of voice. The ballad which is sung for a regular patron 
gives the history of his lineage and traces its genealogy. Hindu Rajas and chieftains 
used to have a bard in their courts, who attended them on public occasions and cere- 
monies; he loudly sounded the Raja’s praises and proclaimed his many high sounding 
titles. Bhats and Carans were also used to cheer the troops with their songs, and to 
compose verses defaming or chastising the enemy. Besides these, they have also com- 
posed poems about love and death, about gods and goddesses, and about nature. Some 
Bhats and Carans have written long poems called rasos, and some have rendered the 
puranas and epics into ballads. The duhdas or couplets are considered a speciality of 
bardic poetry. The Bhats and Caras are also professional story tellers. Several of 
their stories have been printed, but they lose much of their charm when reduced to 
writing. The plot of the story may be simple and brief, but the bard in telling it 

' stretches it out to last two or three nights. 


P | MHE Vahivanca Barots are one of eighteen or more bardic castes in Gujarat. 
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Although Bhats and Carans follow the same occupation, they follow two different 
traditions in their poetry. Carans compose their poetry in a dialect known as Dingal.* 
This is a poetic dialect of Western Rajasthani evolved by Carans, and not used for 
ordinary purposes. On the other hand, Bhats compose their poetry in a well-known 
dialect of Hindi called Braj Bhasé. There has always been rivalry between the two 
traditions, and the poetry of the Bhats is regarded as a higher form than that of the 
Carans.* 

Formerly, a Bhat or Caran was called a Deviputra, i.e., the son of a goddess. This 
term needs to be understood in the context of the cult of the maa or mother-goddess 
in Gujarat. The cult has two levels, the Sanskritic and non-Sanskritic. It is known 
as the Sakti cult at the Sanskritic level, which is elaborated in many Sanskrit works 
beginning with the sixth and seventh centuries A.D.® The mode of worship at the 
Sanskritic level corresponds more or less to those texts. The two modes of worship are, 
however, not mutually exclusive. The proportion of the two modes in the worship 
of matas by a group of devotees varies with the level of Sanskritization achieved by 
them. 

The names of matas worshipped by the Sanskritic mode are usually Sanskritic. 
The names of so-called non-Sanskritic mata@s are, however, often corrupt forms of 
Sanskritic names. And sometimes a mata who has not only a non-Sanskritic name but 
is also worshipped in the non-Sanskritic mode, comes to be worshipped in the Sanskritic 
mode, and also acquires a Sanskritic name in the course of time. While the Sanskritic 
matas have a Gujarat-wide spread, and some of them have an all-India spread, only 
a small number of non-Sanskritic md@tas, such as Khodiyar, Sikotar, Meladi and 
Hadakvai, have a Gujarat-wide spread. A large number of non-Sanskritic m@tas are 
named after villages, towns, streets and castes, and after women who commited self- 
sacrifice. Some matas perform specific functions. For instance, Sitala is the mata of 
smallpox; Randel, the mara of fertility; and Hadakvai, the mata of hydrophobia. But 
to a large number of ma#as, Sanskritic as well as non-Sanskritic, no specific function 
is attributed, and such a mata may be a patron deity of several castes, clans, lineages, 
gotras, families, villages, fields, towns, and streets. 

Although a Hindu worships several gods and goddesses, he tends to extol one 
deity above all the others. One who extols m@tas above all other gods and goddesses 
may be called a mata worshipper. Several castes in Gujarat are mata worshippers. 
They are also called Devi or Sakti worshippers. Among them, the deity not only of 
the caste but also of almost every clan, gotra, lineage and family, is a mata. Besides 
these, they also worship the matas performing specific functions, and the patron maras 
of their village, field, town and street. Bhats and Carans were called Deviputras 
because they were mata or Devi worshippers, the former at the Sanskritic, and the 
latter at the non-Sanskritic level. At the Sanskritic level, a mata worshipper looks 
upon the different matas as different manifestations of Sakti ‘energy,’ which is the 
personification of the female principle in the creation of the universe.” The same idea 
is expressed in different words at the non-Sanskritic level: “The different maas are 
manifestations of a single Maza, the mother of all creation.”” The term “Deviputra”’ 
is used in this sense, and not in reference to any specific maida. 

A distinction is made between the “clean” and the “unclean” mode in the worship 
of matas. The non-Sanskritic mode is ‘‘unclean”’ because it usually includes the practice 
of animal sacrifice and the use of liquor. There is also an “unclean” element in the 
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Sanskritic mode because of the influence of the five m’s, namely, mamsa ‘flesh,’ matsya 
‘fish,’ madya ‘wine,’ maithuna ‘copulation’ and mudra ‘mystical finger signs,’ advocated 
by the Left-hand Path (Vamdcari) of the Sakti cult.* Animal sacrifice was common 
about fifty years ago at Ambaji, Bahucaraji and Pavagadh, principal seats of the 
three most widely worshipped Sanskritic mat@s in Gujarat, viz., Amba, Bahucara, 
and Kalika, respectively. On account of the influence of Vaisnavism and Jainism in 
Gujarat, however, only a few individuals nowadays use wine or flesh in mat& worship 
at the Sanskritic level, and more and more people are avoiding them at the non- 
Sanskritic level. Orthodox Vaisnavas and Jains consider the entire cult of maa or 
Sakti as “unclean,” because there are “unclean” elements in the latter at both the 
Sanskritic and the non-Sanskritic levels, and also because, in the Sakti cult, mazas 
are considered to be manifestations of Siva’s wife, Parvati. The Vaisnavas have no 
objection, however, to the worship of several consorts of Visnu and Krsna. Several 
Bhats and Carans have come under the influence of Vaisnavism, and have ceased to 
be mata worshippers. 

The person of a Bhat or Caran was considered sacred because of his position as a 
Deviputra. This belief was the basis of several sanctions at the disposal of Bhats and 
Carans. The Bhats and Carans practiced tragu. This practice consisted in shedding one’s 
own blood or the blood of some member of one’s family, and in calling down the venge- 
ance of heaven upon the offender whose obstinacy necessitated the sacrifice. A Bhat or 
Caran always carried a dagger with him. There was a widespread belief that the shedding 
of the blood of a Bhat or Caran brought ruin on the person responsible for it. If he was 
murdered, or if he died as a result of r@gu, his ghost was greatly feared. It was believed 
about Caran women that those who sacrified themselves became m@ta@s. There are a 
number of such non-Sanskritic mata@s in North Gujarat and Saurashtra. There is also a 
widespread belief that Bahucara, one of the three most important Sanskritic m@é@s in 
Gujarat, was a Caran woman who cut off her breasts when attacked by members 
of the Koli caste. Moreover, a Bhat’s or Caran’s wrath was held to be as destructive 
as the wrath of a mara. His curse and satire were also greatly feared. 

The sanctions at their disposal enabled Bhats and Carans to perform several im- 
portant functions. They used to stand as surety (jaman). When two parties entered 
into an agreement, one would ask the other to offer a Bhat or a Caran as surety. Each 
party feared that if he did not carry out the agreement, he would incur the wrath of 
his Bhat or Caran and lead him to commit ¢ra@gu. The Bhat or Caran was paid by the 
party for whom he stood as surety. The Bhats and Carans used to stand as sureties 
in transactions referring to the transfer of property, rent, trade and money. They 
offered themselves as sureties for the good behavior of feudatories, zamindars and 
village headmen. They also became sureties for treaties between chiefs, and the British 
accepted Bhats and Carans as sureties in some of their early treaties with the chiefs 
of Saurashtra.® Since the sixteenth century, if not earlier, governments have recognized 
Bhats as sureties for the collection of land revenue.’® From the later Mogul to the 
early British period, land revenue was collected from cultivators through inter- 
mediaries. The intermediaries entered into an agreement with the government to 
remit a particular sum of revenue irrespective of what they collected from the culti- 
vators. The system of Bhat and Caran surety was prevalent in such agreements until 
1816.44 

Bhats and Carans also acted as guides for travellers and carriers of goods. A Bhat or 
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Caran would commit #agu if anyone tried to rob him or his party. In Rajputana, 
Carans were themselves professional carriers of goods.!* Near the entrance of almost 
every village in Saurashtra stand guardian stones, or pajiyas, which were set up to 
perpetuate the memory of Caran men and women who performed ¢ragu to prevent 
robbers from carrying off the cattle of the village.4* Thus even robbers came under 
the religious sanctions of Bhats and Carans. 

Bhats and Carans had great influence with Rajpits. Tod tells us that the Rajpiits 
had more respect for bards than for Brahmans. He remarks, ‘These chroniclers dare 
utter truths, sometimes most unpalatable to their masters. Many a resolution has sunk 
under the lash of their satire. The vis or poison of the bard is more dreaded by the 
Rajpit than the steel of the foe.’ 

As mentioned above, the system of Bhat or Caran surety in revenue collection 
was discontinued by the British in 1816. The safer means of travel and the British 
system of courts also made it useless to have a Bhat’s or Caran’s surety in travel or 
in transactions referring to the transfer of property, rent, trade or money. The British, 
in addition, began trying cases of tragu as cases of murder from 1808, although the 
full punishment for murder was not awarded until 1872.!° At the same time, several 
Bhats and Carans ceased to be mata worshippers, and therefore lost their position 
as Deviputras. Thus the Bhats and Carans lost the sanctions at their disposal, and their 
power consequently weakened. The power of their most important patrons, the 
Rajput and Koli chiefs, was also greatly reduced under British rule. In the Westernized 
sections of society new forms of entertainment further reduced the appeal of ballads 
and stories. The Vahivancas have maintained the bardic tradition of reciting ballads 
and telling stories, but the Bhats and Carans themselves, except a few Carans of 
Saurashtra, have left their traditional occupation. They consider the bardic occupation 
as a sort of begging, to be followed by the mendicant castes mentioned earlier. The 
Bhats and Carays have now taken to other occupations. There is, however, a difference 
between Bhats and Carans. Bhats are more urbanized, and on the whole, richer than 
Carans. They are also more Sanskritized than the Carans. Recently, they adopted 
some customs of the Brahmans, and a Brahmanic caste appellation, Brahmabhatt. 

The genealogical and historical records kept by bardic castes have been studied by 
several scholars. L. P. Tessitori, an Italian philologist, described a few bardic records 
of Rajasthan in the Descriptive Catalogues of Bardic and Historical Manuscripts pub- 
lished in the 1920s.!* James Tod, the author of Annals and Antiquities of Rajast’han 
(1829)"" and Alexander Kinloch Forbes, the author of Rasmala or Hindu Annals of 
the Province of Goozerat (1856)** used the bardic records as a source of regional history. 
A descriptive catalogue of bardic manuscripts collected by Forbes has also been pub- 
lished.!® In recent years, D. K. Shastri has tried to evaluate the bardic traditions as 
historical sources in his Medieval Rajput History of Gujarat.*® Our main aim is to make 
a study of Vahivancas from the sociological point of view, and in this task we accept 
the help of the historian, the linguist, and the student of bardic literature. 

The Vahivancas of Gujarat are divided into three endogamous groups, those of 
central Gujarat, of north Gujarat, and of Saurashtra. South Gujarat has no Vahivancas. 
We have limited ourselves to Vahivancas of central Gujarat, most of whom live in 
three towns, Baroda, Ahmedabad, and Dholka. We do not have much information 
about the Ravals, who live in Saurashtra. Recently, the Turis, the bards of the Un- 
touchables, have also started keeping records, but we do not have any information 
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about them. We shall, however, have to refer to the Vahivancas of other regions 
occasionally. Although the Vahivancas of one region have most of their patrons 
(yajm@ns) in the same region, they have also some patrons in other regions. In other 
words, each region is served not only by its own Vahivancas but also by those of other 
regions. Some Vahivancas of Gujarat also have patrons in Madhya Bharat, Rajasthan, 
and Khandesh. Similarly, some Vahivancas of Rajasthan have patrons in Gujarat. 
Moreover, a Vahivanca of one group may serve as a clerk with a Vahivanca of another 
group. There is also rivalry between Vahivancas of different regions. 

Literally, a Vahivanca is one who reads a vahi. The word vahi has three meanings: 
a book of genealogy, an account book, and a book in general.” It is, however, mostly 
used in the first two senses. The reason seems to be that a book of a particular size 
and binding is used almost exclusively by Vahivancas for writing genealogies, and by 
the merchants of Gujarat for the traditional system of bookkeeping. This book is 
from two to three feet long, and six to twelve inches broad. It is bound by piercing 
the pages at one end. The book is folded in the middle, and tied together by a cord. 
It is significant that in a manuscript dated Samvat 1466 (A.D. 1410), the word vahi 
is mentioned along with pothi, a book of loose and long leaves, and paji, a slate, in 
a list of the tools of learning (j#anopakarayas).” Therefore, it seems that the word 
vahi formerly meant a book of a special size and binding, and the word acquired the 
other’ two meanings because of its use for writing accounts and genealogies. A man 
whose occupation was to read such a book of genealogy came to be known as a Vahi- 
vanca. 

Like Bhats and Carans, the Vahivancas also tell stories and recite bardic poetry. 
A few of them occasionally compose bardic poems. The Vahivancas are also mata 
worshippers, and are therefore called Deviputras. Although no Vahivanca seems to 
have stood as surety, the Vahivancas talk about a few ancestors who performed tragu. 
A Vahivanca’s curse was also considered to be effective. A Vahivanca woman of Ahmeda- 
bad is believed to have become a mara. There is a strong tradition among both Bhats 
and Vahivancas that the Vahivancas were formerly included among the Bhats, and 
that, as is frequently the case in caste, they left the main group to form a separate 
caste on the basis of their occupation. Some facts support this tradition. The Vahivancas 
follow the same tradition as the Bhats in composing and singing poetry. The names of 
the streets in which the Vahivancas live are still called Bhat Wadas. The term “Barot”’ 
is used both for Bhats and Vahivancas. It seems that “Baro” was originally an hon- 
orific title used for both these castes, and was later adopted by them as a caste appel- 
lation. The honorific title used for a Caran is different—it is “Gadhvi.” It is significant 
that no clear distinction is made between Bhats and Vahivancas in early ethnographic 
accounts.”* These works convey the impression that there was no clear distinction 
between the literate and nonliterate Bhats. Even today the Bhats of some villages 
are becoming genealogists and historians. They start by working as clerks with 
Vahivancas, and thanks to the institution of hypergamy, become incorporated into 
the latter caste. Even though they change their occupation, they do not change the 
caste appellation, Brahmabhatt, for some time. Just as Bhats have become Vahivancas, 
Carans have become Ravals. 

The Vahivancas’ genealogical records are built up by a process of periodical record- 
ing. The process starts when a Vahivanca decides to accept a lineage group in a village 
as his patron. He goes to the latter’s village and takes down the genealogy as known 
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by the members of the lineage. He also takes information from other villagers having 
special genealogical knowledge. The older informants are more useful than the young. 
The Vahivanca enters as many of the following details as are remembered about each 
map om the first known ancestor to the present generation: 1) the name of the man 
an ife, and of father, clan, lineage and village; 2) if the man has two wives it 
is 1 aed who is the senior, and who the junior; 3) the names of sons and daughters 
in chronological order; 4) if the man has two wives, the offspring by each are mentioned 
separately and in chronological order; 5) all the above details are mentioned for married 
sons; 6) if the daughters are married, the names of the husband of each daughter and 
of his father, clan, lineage and village, are mentioned. The memory about these details 
becomes hazy as an informant goes back in time. Only the names of male ancestors 
are remembered for the first few generations. A Vahivanca is able to take down a 
genealogy of at least five to seven generations in this way. We have not yet come 
across a person who remembers his genealogy beyond the seventh generation, among 
the literate or nonliterate, the landowning or nonlandowning groups. Persons remem- 
bering a genealogy beyond the fifth generation are also rare. If the members of the 
lineage remember facts about the immigration of their ancestors into the village, the 
Vahivanca also records them. When the work of recording is over, the head of each 
family in the lineage gives a gift in cash and kind to the Vahivanca, and the Vahivanca 
mentions it against the patron’s name in the book. He also mentions the date of his 
visit. The Vahivancas use different symbols for different types of entries, and sometimes 
symbols of one Vahivanca differ from those of another. 

This is how the Vahivanca’s work as a recordist starts. Afterwards, he goes periodi- 
cally to the members of the lineage, and each time he records births and marriages 
which have occurred during the period between two visits. He also records gifts and 
the date of each visit. His sons inherit his books after his death, and they follow their 
father’s procedure. A Vahivanca’s book thus becomes a record of genealogy of many 
generations. 

A Vahivanca has in his possession several books, and the living persons in the gene- 
alogies in these books at any point of time are his patrons at that time. When a 
Vahivanca’s son inherits books from his father, he also inherits a particular number 
of patrons from him. The number of books and patrons, however, does not remain 
the same. At every generation, each Vahivanca recruits some patrons and starts a 
few books, and thus he adds to his collection of books. The old and new books are 
both then passed on to the next generation. The number of books has thus progressively 
increased since the Vahivancas began their occupation, and this process is still going 
on. Each Vahivanca has in his possession books started at several different dates. 

The depth of a genealogy in a Vahivanca’s book would therefore depend upon the 
time when a Vahivanca started recording it. There are, however, two qualifications 
to this statement: first, the earlier statement that only a few persons remember their 
genealogy beyond the seventh generation is made on the basis of observation of present 
behavior. It is probable that formerly many people remembered their genealogies 
beyond the seventh generation. Second, it has been argued that the Vahivancas’ 
caste has developed from that of the Bhats. Therefore, in the past, if a lineage patronized 
a Bhat regularly, the Vahivanca could record a long genealogy orally preserved by 
him. 

How far back in time does a Vahivanca’s genealogy take us? So far we have not 
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found any genealogy on palm leaves. It is known that paper came to be used for writing 
books in Gujarat and Rajasthan in the thirteenth century.** The huge quantities of 
paper required for Vahivanca’s books must have been available at a still later date. 
No Vahivanca book is written in Sanskrit or Prakrit. The oldest book we have seen 
so far is dated Samvat 1796, i.e., A.D. 1740. It is written in Devanagari script, and the 
language is Old Gujarati. 

We have, however, come across a genealogy that takes us back to A.D. 1234, 
although the book in which the genealogy is found is of a later date. It is the genealogy 
of Rathod Rajpits of village Radhvanaj, Taluka Matar, District Kaira. We have not 
been able to discover the date of starting the book, but it is clear from the language 
that the book is not so old as 1234. The genealogy does not seem to be fictitious, 
because it can be corroborated by an epigraph we have discovered in the village 
mentioned above. The epigraph was found in the ruins of a small shrine on the out- 
skirts of the village. It is inscribed at the foot of an image, which is so broken and 
mutilated that it cannot be identified. The epigraph is also broken, but the following 
words can be read clearly: Sri Samwat 1290 Sravan . . . Raja Jagdev. (Samwvat 1290 = A.D. 
1234.) The Rathod Rajpiits of the village are the dominant caste in the village. Until 
recently they held a large part of the land in this village as well as in a neighboring 
one, under the Wanta tenure, which is, as we shall show, an old Rajput tenure. The 
name Jagdev occurs in the Vahivanca’s genealogy at about the same date as in the 
epigraph, and this Jagdev seems to have assumed the title of Raja, because, as the 
book mentions, he was the chief of Radhvanaj and a few neighboring villages. We 
should like to mention that we have not analyzed the book throughly, and our obser- 
vations should be considered tentative. 

If after the starting of a book by a Vahivanca, a member of the lineage leaves his 
original village and settles elsewhere, the Vahivanca goes to his new place of residence 
for periodical recording. The Vahivanca also records this change in his book. After 
migration, the man starts a lineage in his new place of residence. In course of time, 
such lineages develop in several villages, and the original Vahivanca’s descendants 
serve them from generation to generation. If the members of a lineage migrate to 
another region, the Vahivanca also goes there. This is the reason why some people 
of a region are served by Vahivancas of another region. For instance, the Patanwadiya 
Kolis of central Gujarat are served by Vahivancas of north Gujarat, because they 
migrated from that region. There is a caste of Marwari carpenters in central Gujarat 
who came from Marwar about one hundred and fifty years ago. They are served by 
Marwari Vahivancas. Similarly, a large number of Patidars of Gujarat have gone and 
settled in Khandesh. They are served by Vahivancas of Gujarat. The Vahivancas 
also go to their patrons settled in cities such as Bombay, Madras and Nagpur. Recently 
a few Vahivancas went to their patrons settled in East Africa. 

A large scale migration of patrons from one region to another leads also to the 
migration of their Vahivanca. For instance, the Vahivanca of the Kapo] Baniyas has 
gone to settle in Bombay city along with his patrons. Similarly, a Vahivanca of Baroda 
has settled in Surat city. About half a dozen Vahivancas of Gujarat have settled in 
Khandesh. There is a widespread tradition that the Vahivancas of Gujarat themselves 
came from Rajputana along with their patrons during the great population drift in 
the Solanki period (942-1245 A.D.).* 

The Vahivanca also records how the lineage property has been divided among his 
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present patrons if they so request. Sometimes the documents of sale of land and houses 
are also recorded by him. He may be asked, besides, to record some outstanding events 
in the patron’s life. Thus some books contain references to men who took part in the 
Mutiny of 1857. Other events which are thought worthy of record are the death of 
an ancestor in a skirmish with armed dacoits, the giving of a big feast to one’s caste 
or village, or the conferment of a distinction by a Raja on an ancestor, or the assumption 
of Samnyasa. There are many references to conversion to Islam. There is a whole 
caste of Molesalams, who were converted to Islam during the reign of Mahmiid Begda 
(1458-1511). The genealogy clearly shows which ancestor became a Muslim, and which 
remained a Hindu. The Vahivancas’ books thus supply information about the social 
institutions and values of the patrons. 

To ensure the truth of entries, the Vahivancd makes them in the presence of all 
the members of the lineage and a few respectable men of the patron’s village. ‘The 
latter’s names are entered as witnesses. An attempt at a false entry by one member 
of the lineage is usually opposed by all other members and by the witnesses. The 
Vahivanca’s records therefore have documentary value. The courts give due weight 
to these records. We find seals of courts and signatures of judges and princes in several 
books. When a villager wants to present evidence from his Vahivanca’s book, he goes 
to the Vahivanca’s house and requests him to come to court with his book. The 
Vahivanca is suitably rewarded for his troubles. Sometimes a dispute may not be 
taken to court at all, or if already taken to court, it may be withdrawn, if the parties 
to the dispute find the Vahivanca’s evidence overwhelming. The Vahivanca might 
also advise the disputants to make a compromise on the basis of his book. 

The Vahivanca’s genealogy is particularly useful in disputes about the inheritance 
of property and the succession to hereditary offices or titles. It is frequently used in 
disputes regarding succession to village headmanship, and, in the former princely 
states, succession to the throne. If a lineage group owns common property, the income 
from it is divided according to the genealogy supplied by the Vahivanca. There were 
until recently several tenures, such as the Talukdari, Wanta, Gras, Mewasi, Narvadari 
and Bhagdari, under which a large part of the land of a village, and sometimes a whole 
village, was held jointly by a lineage group. If the members of such a lineage decide 
to break the joint property into individual shares among the coparceners, the Vahivanca 
might record them by request. 

Many patrons get a genealogical chart made by their Vahivanca for ready reference. 
They are so used to relying on the Vahivanca’s genealogy that they do not care to 
remember their own genealogy beyond four or five generations. Beyond this, they 
remember names of the founder of the lineage and a few outstanding ancestors, but 
they rarely remember the entire genealogy. The Vahivanca makes the genealogical 
chart in the same way as anthropologists do, except for the fact he does not have sym- 
bols for men, women and marriage. Another peculiarity is that he records only the 
male members of the lineage. Some people have the chart painted in the form of a . 
tree, the lineage segments being shown by branches stemming from one another. 
Such a chart may be framed and hung on the wall. In some castes, a person’s status 
is strongly determined by his place in the genealogy of his lineage. This status system 
plays such a great part in the marriage system of Patidars that the Patidars of “high 
status villages” have their genealogies printed, so that everybody in the caste can 
refer to them. Some others have also had their genealogies printed. 
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Until recently, a Vahivanca willingly gave a genealogical chart when requested 
by his patrons, because he received some more money. But the abuse of the genea- 
logical chart by some patrons has led to the Vahivanca’s increased sense of secrecy 
about his tools. Some patrons printed the genealogies which they wheedled out of 
their Vahivanca, and subsequently ignored him. This, however, only diminished his 
importance; it did not destroy it. He mentions in the chart only the names of the male 
members of the lineage. People have to approach him if they want his help in a law 
suit or in a marriage dispute. On such an occasion the Vahivanca not only demands more 
money, but extracts a promise that he will be properly received in the patron's village. 
Besides, he is useful to his patrons not merely as a record keeper but also in several 
other capacities. The worst blow to the Vahivanca, however, would be for his genea- 
logical chart to fall into the hands of a rival who used it to start a book for the un- 
scrupulous patron. All this has made the Vahivancas highly suspicious, and our task 
very difficult. 

The Vahivanca’s records are not above suspicion. It is assumed that the presence 
of all the members of a lineage, and of a few respectable men of the village, at the time 
of recording, ensures the truth of entries. But this assumption is not always true. 
Sometimes all of them agree to supress a fact, and the Vahivancd may have no knowl- 
edge of this collusion. For instance, the entire lineage may decide to ask the Vahivanca 
to enter false clan names of their wives, or of their daughters’ husbands, in order to 
raise the status of the lineage. Allegations are also made that the Vahivancas take 
bribes, and forge the records. It is difficult to inquire into such allegations and give 
a definite opinion about them. Some of them may be true. But such cases cannot 
be many, otherwise people would stop patronizing Vahivancas. Some people also make 
such allegations because the recorded facts go against their interests. 

That part of a Vahivanca’s book which is recorded from time to time may be called 
factual. There is also another part, which may be called mythical. In the latter, the 
Vahivanca records a genealogy beginning with the creator of the universe and going 
to the first ancestor of the factual genealogy. The factual part has been discussed prior 
to the mythical, for the sake of analysis. In a Vahivanca’s book, however, the factual 
part comes after the mythical. In the mythical part, the Vahivanca’s aim is to give the 
“history” of a lineage, and of its caste and clan, in such a way that the “history” 
validates the claims of his patrons for a proper status in society. 

The mythical part may be divided into two subdivisions. For the first subdivision, 
the Vahivanca draws material mainly from the Hindu Epics, the Ramayana and the 
Mahabharata, and from the puragas. In this part are to be found accounts of the origin 
of the universe, of the four vargas, and of the caste, clan, and gotra of the lineage in 
question. The Vahivanca tries to show that the structural groups within the caste have 
their origin in the epics and purayas. He borrows long genealogies from the epics and 
puranas for this purpose. Although the epic and puranic genealogies are not historical 
genealogies according to modern historical research, they are real genealogies for 
the Vahivancas and their patrons. The Vahivancas claim that the Siitas, the authors 
of the epic and puranic genealogies, are none other than Vahivancas with a different 
name. Recently, a Vahivanca published a book of genealogies, in which he quoted 
passages from the epics and puragas to show that the Siitas were Vahivancas. According 
to the Vayu Purana, the Sita was to preserve the genealogies of kings and great men 
and the traditions about learning or books. The narrator of most of the puragas is 
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the Siita. The Siita is also mentioned in the Atharvaveda and Taittiriya Brahmana’ 
In the Taittiriya Samhita, he is mentioned among the ratnas ‘jewels’ of the kingdom: 
There were also Magadhas and Bandins, who, according to AnuSasana, made a living 
from speech.?’ 

The second subdivision of the mythical part of the genealogy may be called mythico- 
historical. In this part, the Vahivanca tries to boost the status of his patrons by asso- 
ciating them fictitiously with some historical figures and events. It has been argued 
that the Vahivancas’ caste has developed from that of the Bhats, and that the oral 
genealogies of Bhats might have been recorded by the Vahivancas in their older books. 
In the same way, the material for the mythico-historical part of older books seems to 
have been drawn from the historical traditions preserved orally by the Bhats. This 
observation is corroborated by a preliminary comparison of the mythico-historical 
parts of Vahivancas’ books with the specimens of Bhat literature printed in the cata- 
logues of Forbes’s and Tessitori’s collections.** The Vahivanca draws the material 
for the mythico-historical part of a new book from the mythico-historical as well as 
the factual parts of the older books. Sometimes the factual genealogy of a new book 
is fictitiously joined to the factual genealogy of an old book, and the latter thus becomes 
a mythico-historical genealogy for the former. In the same way, the factual genealogy 
of an old book might have been fictitiously joined to an orally remembered factual 
genealogy. In forging links between the factual genealogies of older books and those 
of the new, the Vahivanca makes suitable changes in the former in order to boost 
the status of his patrons. The Vahivanca is thus both the preserver and the creator of 
myths. It is necessary to realize that the Vahivanca has to make his book acceptable 
to his patrons as well as to the members of his occupation. He is born a Vahivanca, 
heir to the traditions of the caste, and shares their values, and is sensitive to what 
other Vahivancas think of him. He therefore preserves the myths. At the same time, 
he has to satisfy his patrons, and therefore creates myths. 

The factual and mythical parts of a book are written in two different ways. When 
the Vahivanca starts a book, the manner of writing the mythical part is continuous, one 
line following the other. In the factual part, the genealogies of the different lineage 
segments are written on different pages of the book, and space is left on each page 
for the Vahivanca to make new entries periodically. The mythical part is also less 
detailed than the factual. The mythical part may be comprised of any number of genera- 
tions from a hundred to two hundred. In almost the entire epic or puranic genealogy, 
and for several generations in the mythico-historical genealogy, the name of only one 
male heir is mentioned at each generation. Only when we approach the end of the myth- 
ico-historical part are the names of all the sons of a man mentioned at each generation, 
but the genealogy is carried to the next generation only through one son, usually the 
eldest. The clan and village of the wife of only the descendant in the main line are 
mentioned. The gifts given to the Vahivanca by the main heir and his wife, and the 
date of the Vahivanca’s visit, are also mentioned. Sometimes it is mentioned that the 
other sons have gone to settle in other villages. 

It has been shown how the process of periodical recording of the factual part goes 
on from generation to generation. In the course of time, the population of some line- 
age segments grows more than that of others, and some do not leave any descendant 
at all. As a result, some pages of the book are filled and some remain partly blank. 
The lineage segments grow into lineages, and new lineages also have their segments. 
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Each new segment requires a page for periodical recording. The handwriting of some 
Vahivancas doing periodical recording may also be clumsy. Therefore, after a few 
generations, the Vahivanca begins a new book. While the mythical part of the original 
book is copied into the new book without any change, the factual part is summarized. 
Moreover, the summary of the factual part is written along with the mythical part 
in the new book in a continuous manner, one line following the other. The pages of 
the new book are reallocated according to the new lineage segments. Thus the mythical 
and factual parts, which are distinguishable from the manner of their writing in the 
original book, become indistinguishable in the new book. The date of copying, and 
the names of the copyist and of the owner of the book, are mentioned in the beginning 
of the new book. 

When the copy has been made, the Vahivanca does not bother to preserve the old 
book. Insects devour it, or it is immersed in a river or tank. The precious information 
is destroyed in order to ensure that it does not fall into a rival’s hands. The Vahivancas 
have thus a vested interest not only in recording but also in destroying valuable 
historical data. 

The Vahivancas state that their ancestors periodically transferred the material 
to new books, and in this process the earlier material became increasingly scanty. 
But for such summarizing, the books would have become unmanageable. The 
Vahivancas argue that the epic and puranic genealogies in their books are also less 
detailed because of this process. 

The nature of the factual as well as the mythical parts of a Vahivanca’s book is 
different for different castes. For instance, there would be no clan names in the factual 
part, and no clan history in the mythical part, if there are no clans in a caste. The 
Vahivanca’s genealogy and history also play different parts in the social life of different 
castes. It is not possible for us to deal with all the castes served by Vahivancas, as they 
are many and spread out over a wide area. We shall deal with three castes, namely, 
Rajpiits, Kolis and Patidars. We shall begin by considering the Rajpiits, a caste for 
which we have fuller data than for any other. 

Rajpiits are divided into a number of patrilineal clans, some of which are the 
Jadeja, Jhala, Vaghela, Solanki, Mahida, Rathod, Parmar, Padhiyar, Chauhan and 
Gohil. Each clan is exogamous. It is believed that all Rajpiits bearing the same clan 
name, wherever they live, are ultimately the descendants of the same ancestor. The 
Vahivanca’s book invariably shows a single ancestor for all the members of a clan. 
They therefore believe that they are all brothers and sisters, and therefore should 
not intermarry. 

The name Rajpiit became current some time after the tenth century A.D. However, 
there were several tribes or clans in the seventh century A.D., such as the Pratihar, 
Guhilot, Chavotaka and Chahamana, which came to be known as Rajpit clans at 
a later date. Each of these clans had established a dynasty in the seventh century A.D.” 
Afterwards, several other clans rose to power, and established dynasties. Some clans, 
such as the Jadeja, emerged as Rajpiit clans as late as the fourteenth century.” A few 
clans, such as Pratihara, Rastrakuta, Parmar, and Caulukya, had established powerful 
empires. A clan was called Rajpiit only when it had established a dynasty, and the 
founder of the dynasty was called the founder of the clan. 

Some clans are considered to be original, and some to be the offshoots from them. 
Definite historical evidence is available for only a few. Thus the Vaghela clan branched 
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off from the Solanki. The Solanki king Kumarpala’s (1144-1174) mother’s sister was 
married to an agnate of Kumarpala. The latter had a son, Arnoraja. He was Kumarpala’s 
vassal, holding a village named Vyaghrapalli (vyaghra ‘tiger,’ palli ‘village’). His de- 
scendents grew powerful and occupied the throne of Patan. They came to be called 
Vaghelas after the name of their original village.*! After the formation of a new clan, 
marriages are allowed between the new and the parent clan. 

There were several Rajpiit princely states during the British period. The ruling 
families of these states claim to be the scions of the old ruling dynasties. Besides, there 
is a large population of lesser Rajpiits, usually known as Grasiyas. They also claim 
genealogical connection with the ancient Rajpit rulers. A Grasiya wears the dress 
which is worn by the warrior and king, and he wants to be called “Darbar” or princeling. 
The present Rajpiits’ claim to descent from ancient Rajpiit dynasties is to be under- 
stood in the context of the Rajpit political system. 

Tod was the first to study the Rajpit political system.*? Later, A.C. Lyall wrote 
an essay on the political institutions of Rajpiit states.** Recently, Daniel Thorner has 
drawn a sketch of the feudal system of Rajpiit states, on the basis of the data of Tod 
and Lyall.** While Tod and Lyall were concerned mostly with Rajasthan, their picture 
is in many essentials similar to what we learn about Gujarat from Rasma/a® and the 
volumes of the Bombay Gazetteer.** Finally, Steed’s study of a Rajpiit village*’ shows 
that a Rajpiit village is a Rajpiit state in miniature. 

In each Rajpiit state the governing authority rested in the hands of the hereditary 
chief of the dominant clan. He was at the top of a hierarchy of vassals of higher or 
lower rank. A vassal was called a Grasiya. The word Grasiya is derived from gras 
‘mouthful,’ which means an estate for subsistence. Every vassal received a gras estate 
from the chief. The position of a vassal in the hierarchy depended upon the size of 
his gras estate. Each gras estate was subdivided among its holder’s sons at every gener- 
ation. This process of subdivision extended to an estate of lowest denomination. Hered- 
itary heads of the branches of the ruling clan acted like chiefs in miniature. All vassals 
were bound to the chief, each through the one above him, by several customary 
obligations, military, economic and social. Disobedience to a lawful summons, or 
refusal to pay homage, involved sequestration of the lands. 

Most of the vassals were kinsmen of the chief. If a vassal belonged to a different 
Rajpiit clan, the estate of the latter was of inferior title. Though in all the states there 
was a mixture of Rajpiits of several clans, the clan of the chief used to predominate. 
Some of the vassals belonging to other clans were affinally related to the chief's clan. 
Moreover, only those of pure blood in both lines could hold a gras estate. A Rajpiit 
was considered to be of pure blood if both of his parents were Rajpiits. The greatest 
prince among Rajpiits could wed the daughter of a Rajpiit father so poor that he 
possessed a small plot of land, and not be degraded at all by such a marriage. Though 
there was an administrative system in every Rajpiit state for tax collection and such 
other purposes, the Rajpiit chief's hold over his chiefdom rested largely on this system 
of Grasiya estates. 

The principle of seniority ran through the entire hierarchical structure. The chief 
was the eldest son of the senior branch of the senior lineage of the dominant clan. At 
each succession to the chieftainship, the younger brothers of the new chief received 
gras estates as their patrimony. In cases of adoption the nearest of kin had the first 
claim. The same principle was followed by the vassals. 
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It has been assumed above that a Rajpiit state was an unchanging entity. If this 
were so, a rapid breaking up of estates would take place according to the law of dividing 
the.estates at each generation. However, a constant struggle for increasing one’s terri- 
tory and power went on throughout Rajpiit society. It is remarked above that the 
vassals acted like chiefs in miniature. Although they were bound to the chief by several 
obligations, to use Lyall’s phrase, “their jealousy of his power never sleeps.”’** An 
enterprising younger branch might enlarge its borders, not only at the expense of 
its feudal lord and brethren, but also at the expense of neighboring clans. It would 
exercise, or threaten to exercise, physical force. The weak and timid either lost, or 
took refuge under some powerful neighbor, keeping enough land for subsistence. 
Separate independent states came into existence in this way. Sometimes an enter- 
prising Rajpit might also establish a separate state by subjugating the tribesmen in 
hills and jungles. The less enterprising would seek employment where obtainable, in 
some other Raja’s court or army, and receive an estate as remuneration. A new clan 
might also emerge as a result of this process. As soon as the new state was established 
or a new estate acquired, however, the same principles of political system were followed. 
It was the establishment of Pax Britannica that put an end to the Rajpiits’ struggle to 
increase their territory, and converted a dynamic system into a stable one. 

Even during the British period, the Rajpiit princely states followed the old system. 
A large number of villages in a princely state were held as gras estates by the members 
of the prince’s lineage. The prince and these Grasiyas together formed a ruling lineage. 
The only difference between a modern Rajpiit state and an old one was that the 
struggle for power and authority had assumed new forms. It is well known that machina- 
tions for power and authority went on among the members of the ruling lineages in 
Rajput states. They were a constant source of trouble to British administrators super- 
vising the affairs of the Rajpiit states. 

In British Gujarat, a gras estate was known as Talukdari and Wanta. These terms 
became current during the Muslim period. The Muslim rulers did not grant gras 
estates, but they did not remove the estates which were already in possession of Rajpiits. 
The more powerful gras estates were retained as they were. The Rajpiits holding 
these estates were called Talukdars during the later Mogul period.*® The minor gras 
estates were completely removed by Ahmed I, the Muslim ruler of Gujarat during 
1410-1442. As a consequence, these Grasiyas turned dacoits, preying on the roads 
and villages. To reconcile them, three-fourths of each estate held by them was acknowl- 
edged, under the denomination of Talpad, as the property of the king, and one- 
fourth was given to the Grasiyas under the denomination of Wanta. While full assess- 
ment was levied on Talpad lands, the Wanta holders paid only a quit-rent or salami 
to the king. In 1645 the Wanta lands were resumed forcibly by Sultan Mahmud III, 
but were reversed by the Emperor Akbar in 1653. The Maratha rulers as well as 
the British retained the Talukdari and Wanta estates. 

There were nearly five hundred Talukdari villages in British Gujarat.’ The 
dominant Rajpit lineage in each Talukdari village was the full proprietor of the 
village, and it was exempted from several rules and regulations applied to ordinary 
villages. Under the Wanta tenure, it was rarely that an entire village was owned by 
Rajputs. Usually a part of the land of a village was held jointly by a Rajpiit lineage. 
Although the Wanta holders were given certain concessions in land revenue, they 
were not independent like the Talukdars. There were, however, several villages in 
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which the proportion of Wanta lands in comparison to lands held by other castes 
was so high that the Rajputs were the virtual rulers in these villages. In some villages, 
not only the fields around the village but also the village site was divided into Wanta 
and Talpad. The Wanta part was the joint property of the Rajpiits, and the other 
castes were under their authority. It was also considered a separate village for revenue 
administration. In such villages, the Wana holders were almost as powerful as the 
Talukdars. 

The Talukdari and Wanta villages were Rajpiit states in miniature. They followed 
the same principles of political system as in a Rajpiit state. The Rajpiits of these 
villages were also well known for their habit of intrigue. The British Government had 
a Talukdari Department to look after the affairs of the Talukdari and Want estates. 
These tenures were removed after Independence by land reform legislation. 

The foregoing sketch of tue Rajpiit political system shows that a Rajpiit’s status 
in society depends on his position in the genealogy of his lineage, whether he is a mem- 
ber of a ruling lineage in a state, or of a lineage holding a Talukdari or Wanta estate. 
The genealogist is consulted at every succession dispute. No adoption can take place 
without consulting the genealogy. The Vahivanca is very particular about the principle 
of seniority. He records the names of sons in order of their age. The genealogist is 
thus a necessity for the preservation of the Rajpiit political system. It is noteworthy 
that the British administrators kept detailed genealogical and historical records of 
Rajpit states and estates.** This strengthened the position of the Vahivanca’s caste. 

It is, however, necessary to ask, “‘How far back in time does the factual genealogy 
of a Rajpiit lineage take us?” The answer to this question varies according to whether 
all Rajpiits kept a Vahivanca in the past, or only a few. It is not possible to say any- 
thing definite about this, for lack of data. It is probable that the earlier genealogies 
have been lost because they were not reduced to writing. It is also not possible to 
say whether only a few or all Rajpiit lineages had their genealogy recorded. Besides, 
in times of armed struggle between one prince and another and the resultant political 
uncertainty, genealogical records were not very useful. Such struggles were not infre- 
quent, and it would indeed be a matter for surprise, if not suspicion, if we were to 
find unbroken genealogies stretching over several centuries for the ruling lineages of 
princely states. The principle of seniority is also an important factor. When a Rajpiit 
establishes himself as an independent prince, he tries to show that he belongs to the 
senior line, beginning from the founder of the clan. It is only in this way that he can 
claim equality with other independent princes of his own clan, and consequently with 
those of all other clans. For him to continue to belong to a junior branch of the line- 
age of another prince, is to accept the latter’s vassalage. It is the Vahivanca who is 
believed to be able to “prove” authoritatively the new chief's claim. Even if the 
chief's real ancestors are known, the Vahivanca would forge a link between the chief 
and the ancient dynasty of his clan. The Vahivanca provides, in the Malinowskian 
sense,** a mythical “charter” to the new chief. 

The genealogy is not likely to be fictitious when the political system is established. 
In this area, where rights and duties are clear and frequent, there is no room for fiction, 
although forgery cannot be ruled out. But outside this area, there is room for imagina- 
tion. The factual part of the genealogy of a ruling lineage in a state usually begins 
from the date of the founding of the state. As the date of foundation varies, the depth 
of the genealogy varies. 
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The genealogies of Grasiyas of some Talukdari and Want estates also begin from 
the date of founding of their estates, as if they were independent states. The Grasiyas 
in British territories, unlike those in princely states, did not have to recognize any 
chief as their head. However, sometimes a group of Talukdari and Wanta lineages 
not only trace a common ancestor but also acknowledge one of the kinsmen as their 
nominal liege. For instance, there is a group of about thirty-four Talukdari villages 
owned by Vaghela Rajpiits in Ahmedabad District. They have administrative ties 
with the District Collector, but all the Talukdars of the group have an emotional 
allegiance to one of their Vaghela Rajpiit kinsmen, the Thakor Saheb of Sanand. 
Steed has noted how a Talukdar expressed his allegiance to the Thakor Saheb of 
Sanand, “In him, we believe as in our God. He in Sanand is our King. If he called ten 
thousand Rajpiits, we would go and give our heads to him.’ The position of such 
a nominal liege is analogous to that of a chief at the head of a hierarchy of vassals. 
The former, like the latter, claims descent from the ancient dynasty of his clan. Other 
Talukdars and Wanta holders may not recognize a liege at present, but a careful 
analysis of the Vahivancas’ books about all the Talukdari and Want estates in Gujarat 
is likely to reveal a hierarchy of vassals in the past. 

The Rajpiit states and estates not only follow a common political system, but 
also claim that their present position is a result of that system. They have been fol- 
lowing this system at least since the eleventh century.“ Rarely, however, does an 
ordinary Rajpiit know the detailed genealogy of his lineage. This is left to the Vahivanca 
to record and recite. But every Rajpiit believes that the Rajpiits have followed the 
same political institutions everywhere and at all times that they follow today. The 
estate holders believe that their estates were gained by their forefathers as gras, or 
were founded by their own valor. They say, “Either way, our forefathers were Rajas.”” 
The system also provides them with an argument for clan exogamy. As every Rajpiit 
lineage claims descent from the dynasty which founded the clan, the members of all 
the lineages in the clan are agnates, and cannot therefore intermarry. A Rajpit clan 
is actually a very amorphous social unit. A Rajpiit of Gujarat would claim that a 
Rajpiit of Rajasthan belonging to his clan is his agnate, even though there may be 
no social intercourse whatever between them. Having a common clan name is enough 
for two Rajpiits to say, “After all, we are brothers.” The basis of this claim is their 
common ideas about their past, and these are supported, if not substantiated, by the 
Vahivancas. 

How does a Vahivanca reconstruct the genealogy prior to the founding of a chief- 
dom? As stated earlier, a Vahivanca has to make his book acceptable not only to his 
patrons but also to the members of his occupation. He makes use of a number of stories 
about Rajpiit heroes from different clans, which have come down to him from his 
ancestors. The works of Tod*® and Forbes*’ give some indication of the richness of 
this lore, and they do not exhaust it. The Vahivanca knows which city and fort was 
built by which Rajpiit. He knows the details of crucial battles in the history of a clan. 
He knows the crucial dates. He remains faithful to his heritage in recording the gene- 
alogy and history of the old dynasty of his patron’s clan. The same history is therefore 
found in all the books of the same clan. 

But in drawing up the link which he forges between the old dynasty and the factual 
genealogy of his patron’s lineage, the Vahivancd manufactures names, events, and 
dates. He tries to make the link look real by inventing myths which are consistent 
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with the traditions of Rajpiits. He needs to show that the lineage belongs to a martial 
and royal clan. Only then can it claim an honorable status among Rajpiits. 

Let us now consider the puranic and epic portion of Rajpiit genealogies. The origin 
of the Rajpiits—who they were and where they come from—is a subject of dispute 
among historians.** One school argues that the Rajpiits were tribal folk, the bulk of 
whom were foreigners who came to India during the decline of the Gupta Empire in 
the sixth century A.D. or earlier. Their emergence as Hindus is said to be the result 
of their successful absorption into Hindu society—a familiar process which has been 
going on since Vedic times. Their claim to descent from the puranic and epic Ksatriya 
heroes is also part of a familiar process—the desire of local castes to belong toa partic- 
ular varga and to “substantiate” such a claim by “establishing” links with suitable 
characters and events in the epics and purayas. There is another school of historians, 
equally powerful, who think that the Rajpiits are the descendants of the Ksatriyas of 
the Vedas. 

It is not our province to discuss these theories. It is, however, noteworthy that the 
Vahivancas have recorded in their books the same theories of origin as found in the 
medieval historical literature.*® For example, they describe a Rajpit clan as belonging 
to the Sérya Vamfa (Solar Lineage), the Candra VamSa (Lunar Lineage), or the Agni 
Kula (Fire Lineage) in the same way as a Rajpiit dynasty of the same clan was described 
in the past. The Vahivancas also give the gotra, pravara, veda, and purohita of a Rajpiit 
lineage. These social categories have, however, no more than nominal importance in 
present Rajpiit society. There is no attachment whatever to gofra exogamy among 
Rajputs. The name of the gofra is required to be uttered during the wedding ritual. 
If it is found that the bride and groom belong to the same gofra, the Brahman priest 
calmly chants the name of some gorra other than that assigned by the Vahivanca. The 
specifically Ksatriya categories Séirya Vamsa, Candra Vamsa and Agni Kula also have 
no importance today. It is doubtful if these social categories had any importance even 
in the past. The Vahivancas employ them only to show that the Rajpiits are descendants 
of the Vedic Ksatriyas, and it appears that the medieval authors also invented their 
theories to establish the Rajpiits in the varga system. Every Rajpiit boasts before 
other castes that Rama, Krsna, and the Pandavas belonged to his caste. The puranic 
and epic parts of the Vahivancas’ books validate the Rajpiits’ claim to belong to the 
Ksatriya varga, the warrior and ruler caste since time immemorial, whereas the mythico- 
historical parts validate the claim of a Rajpiit lineage to belong to a warrior and ruler 
clan within the caste. 

While it is doubtful whether all Rajpiits had Vahivancas in the past, nowadays 
hardly any Rajpiit is without one. Among other castes, it is rare that the entire 
caste patronizes Vahivancas. The Vahivanca is important to the Rajpiit not only as 
genealogist but also as mythographer. Anyone who wants to call himself a Rajpit 
should show that he is descended from an ancient Rajpiit dynasty, and it is only the 
Vahivanca who is believed to be able to show this authoritatively. A Rajpiit’s existence 
as a member of his caste depends upon the Vahivanca. Moreover, some of the most 
vital social and political institutions of the Rajpiits are based on the belief that these 
have existed since time immemorial. The Vahivanca’s records are, to the Rajpit, 
proof of the antiquity of the institutions. It does not matter if a particular genealogy 
is fictitious, but the belief in the past social system, as both Rajpiits and Vahivancas 
see it, is so strong that evidence from this system is sought to support each particular 
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case. The Vahivanca supports the general beliefs which prevail among Rajpiits about 
the past history of Rajpiits. By providing evidence for their past, he strengthens 
their present social institutions. These in turn impinge upon the Rajpit individual. 
Steed has shown how this happens.*° 

The Rajpiits recognize the Vahivanca’s importance in their lives. They have a 
great veneration for him. The Rajpiit princes used to invite their Vahivancas to wed- 
dings and coronations, when Vahivancas would be allotted prominent places to sit, 
and given gifts. When the Vahivanca goes to his Rajpiit patrons’ village, he is treated 
like a prince. Sometimes he is brought from the village entrance to the lineage hall 
(deli) in procession. He stays in the deli. He is seated on a cot while others sit on the 
ground. A servant attends him. The Vahivanca is addressed as Raoji, which is a title 
used for a king. He is also given rich food. 

The Rajpiits are generous in giving gifts to the Vahivanca, and the latter, knowing 
the Rajpiit’s weakness, tells him what a glorious past he had, and then asks for bigger 
gifts. He will also show from his books that his patrons’ forefathers gave big gifts, and 
tell the descendants that they should keep up the tradition. Sometimes he flatters a 
patron by singing a couplet in his honor. If a patron refuses to give a suitable gift, the 
Vahivanca threatens to record a derogatory sentence about him in his book. In a bigger 
lineage, the different segments vie with each other in giving gifts, and the Vahivanca 
exploits such rivalry to his own benefit. 

The Vahivancas have imitated Rajpiits in many ways. Like Rajpiits, the Vahivancas 
also consider themselves Ksatriyas, as distinct from Brahmabhatts. Several Vahivancas 
attach the suffix singh to their name like a Rajpiit. In the old days when opium was 
freely bought and sold, the Vahivancas, like Rajpiits, were very fond of opium. When 
the Vahivanca went to his Rajpiit patrons’ village, he brought opium from the town. 
In the evening everyone first took opium, and then the Vahivanca would recite bardic 
poetry and tell stories. 

The recent dissolution of the princely states and of the Talukdari and Wanta 
tenures has begun to affect the Rajpiits and their relations with Vahivancas. They 
pay less to Vahivancas nowadays. The big Rajpiit estates, held jointly until recently, 
are now being partitioned among the coparceners. This fact has reduced the importance 
of the factual genealogy in the inheritance of property, office, and title. With the dis- 
appearance of princely status, the claim to belong to the ruling caste has lost its charm, 
if not its rationale. Rajpiits are not a great force in modern politics in Gujarat. Educated 
Rajput youths do not find much to interest them in either opium or bardic songs. 
But still a feeling prevails that “the Vahivancas are after all our gors (priests). They 
are Deviputras. We should honor them as we honor the Brahmans.” 

The next important caste after the Rajpiits are the Kolis. “Koli” is a blanket 
.term covering a number of widely divergent groups found all over Western India. 
In Gujarat, the Kolis form about one-fourth of the total Hindu population. The first 
mention of Kolis in the history of Gujarat occurs during the reign of the Solanki King 
Karna I (1064-1094), who is said to have subjugated a chieftain of 600,000 Koli and 
Bhil tribesmen.®! The Kolis were a wild tribe noted for piracy at sea and pillage on 
land. They had plundered the camp of the Mogul*Emperor Humayun at Cambay 
in 1535.2 During the political confusion in the later Mogul and Maratha periods, 
the Kolis plundered not only villages, but also the towns of Ahmedabad, Cambay, 
and Baroda.** By the time the British came, the Kolis had established a number of 
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small principalities and independent estates in different parts of Gujarat. The Koli 
estates were known by the term Mewasi. The British retained the Koli states and 
estates. They were abolished after Independence. At present, the bulk of the Kolis 
are petty landholders and agricultural laborers. 

The Kolis of Central Gujarat are divided into two groups, Talpadas and 
Patanwadiyas. Patanwadiyas are so called because they have migrated from the Patan 
region in north Gujarat. They are called PardeSis ‘foreigners’ as against Talpadas 
‘indigenous.’ The people of other castes refer to Talpadas as Dharalas, but the Talpadas 
consider it a derogatory term. “‘Dharala”” means a person who carries a weapon called 
dhartya. 

The Talpadas and Patanwadiyas neither intermarry nor interdine. Within each 
endogamous group, there are two exogamous units, village and lineage. A Talpada or 
Patanwadiya lineage is comprised of as many generations as its members can remember. 
The Kolis in general do not remember their genealogies beyond the fourth or fifth 
generation. Sometimes two lineage segments may have forgotten the name of their 
common ancestor but they may continue to regard themselves as belonging to a single 
lineage. We have, however, not come across a lineage tracing a traditional common 
ancestor beyond the seventh or eight generation. 

Among Patanwadiyas, a lineage is known by the village from which its first ancestor 
migrated and settled in central Gujarat. Among Talpadas, a lineage is known by any 
of the following names: Bariya, Khant, Pateliya, Kotwal and Pagi. Each name is 
believed to denote the status of a lineage. For instance, Bariyas are considered to 
have the highest status, so much so that the Talpadas have adopted Bariyd as a caste 
appellation. Pagis are considered to have the lowest status. Lineages of several different 
names are found in every village, however, and the lineages bearing the same name 
have different status in different villages. These names denote neither exogamous nor 
endogamous groups. Outside the village, a Talpada or Patanwadiya lineage may take 
wives from another lineage bearing the same name, or from a lineage bearing any other 
name. It is noteworthy that there are no widespread exogamous groups among the 
Kolis like the clans among the Rajpiits or the gotras among the Brahmans. 

It is necessary to refer briefly to Rajpiit hypergamy in order to understand the 
role of the Vahivancds among the Kolis. Rajpiits are stratified into several groups, 
and the low Rajpiits give their daughters to high Rajpiits, but the latter do not give 
their daughters to the former. For instance, the Wanta holders of central Gujarat 
give their daughters to, but do not receive from, the Talukdars of Ahmedabad Dis- 
trict. The latter give their daughters to, but do not receive from, the princely families 
of Saurashtra. 

Nearly a hundred years ago the Jadeja chiefs of Saurashtra and Cutch, the highest 
group in the hypergamic order in Gujarat, practiced female infanticide, because there 
were no Rajpiits above them to whom they could give their daughters. The British 
suppressed female infanticide, and this led eventually to the Jadeja chiefs’ giving their 
daughters to Rajpiit chiefs of equal rank.** Thus at the top levels, a certain fluidity 
has come about, but the middle levels continue to be as rigid as before. No Talukdar 
of Ahmedabad District, for instance, has given his daughter to a Wanta holder of 
central Gujarat. At the lowest levels, Rajpiits find wives among non-Rajpits. In 
Gujarat, they take wives from the Kolis. This tendency to take wives from the tribes 
seems to be an India-wide custom for Rajpiits.® 
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In Central Gujarat, the Rajpiits take wives from the Talpada chiefs and their 
kinsmen. These chiefs have generally Rajputized their way of life and their political 
institutions. The economic and social status of the chiefs, plus a certain cultural homo- 
geneity, helped in establishing hypergamous relations between Talpada chiefs and 
Rajputs, and this led the chiefs to claim Rajpiit descent. Rajpit hypergamy has thus 
provided a rope by which Kolis can pull themselves up. Secondly, the chiefs had polit- 
ical power, as did the Rajpiits. And as Rajpiits were considered to be Ksatriyas by 
everyone, the Koli chiefs, when they claimed to be Rajpiits, were also claiming to be 
Ksatriyas. Although other Kolis do not have political power as the Talpada chiefs do, 
and have not given their daughters to Rajpiits in marriage, Rajpiit customs and man- 
ners, as well as the claim to be Rajpiits and Ksatriyas, have spread among all Kolis. 
Each Talpada and Patanwadiya wants to be addressed as Th@kor ‘princeling.’ 

A Talpada lineage adopts a Rajput clan name in order to claim to be a Rajput 
lineage. No Talpada now likes to call himself by the old caste and lineage names. For 
the last fifteen to twenty years, the new names have been used in government records, 
schools and correspondence. We do not have enough data about the system followed 
by the Vahivancas in giving new names to Talpada lineages. However, it is found 
that the adoption of Rajpit clan names by the Kolis, has not led to the adoption of the 
clan exogamy of the Rajpiits. Two lineages bearing two different older names might 
adopt a single Rajpit clan name, and yet one may take wives from the other. Similarly, 
two groups bearing the same old name might take over two different names. However, 
periodical recording of the Kolis’ genealogies by the Vahivancas has led to an important 
change in the lineage system of the Kolis—the generation span of their genealogies, 
and consequently, the size of the exogamous group, have increased. Except for the 
Vahivancas, the usual tendency among Kolis to forget the remoter ancestors would 
have persisted. The Koli chiefs were the first Kolis to be served by the Vahivancas, 
and they therefore have the longest recorded genealogies among the Kolis. 

The Vahivancas have provided a mythical charter to Koli mobility. The Vahi- 
vancas describe in their books how the Kolis were originally Rajpiits, but lost their 
caste and were degraded because they took water and food from the Kolis, or took 
their girls as wives.** The mythical part of every Koli genealogy follows the pattern 
of Rajpiit genealogy in the beginning. The Vahivanca records an epic or puranic 
genealogy, and shows the origin of the Rajpiit clan adopted by the Koli lineage, in 
the same way as he does in the case of a Rajpiit lineage. He also shows the different 
branches of the Rajpit clan, and the heroes, forts, and battles associated with each of 
them. Towards the end of the mythico-historical part, however, the Vahivanca de- 
scribes the circumstances under which a member of the Rajpiit clan had to accept 
water, food or wife from a Koli. Here the Vahivanca makes use of a tradition. Historians 
do not say anything definite as to what happened to the Rajpiits of Gujarat after the 
fall of the Rajpiit kingdom of Patan in 1299, and of Pavagadh in 1484. The Vahivancas 
have a tradition that a number of Rajpiits fled after the fall of these Rajpiit kingdoms, 
and being pursued by the Muslims, took refuge among the tribesmen of Gujarat. 
The Vahivanca also assigns a gotra, pravara, veda and purohita to a Koli lineage as he 
does to a Rajpiit one. 

This theory of the Vahivancas presupposes a time when the Rajpiits did not take 
wives from Kolis. There is no evidence to prove or disprove this argument. It is, 
however, certain that no Rajpit has lost his caste by marriage with an acceptable 
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lower caste. A Rajpiit might take a Koli wife, but his son may raise his politico- 
economic status and be able to marry a girl born of a Rajput father. It is the Koli 
girl who loses her caste by marriage with a Rajpiit, but her husband remains a Rajpiit 
and her father remains a Koli. The Rajpiits do not take food from Kolis with whom 
they are not related by marriage. The Vahivancas also accept food and water from 
Rajputs but not from Kolis. The Kolis say, “If your history says that we are Rajpiits 
in origin, you must take food with us.” The Vahivanca replies, “It is true that you 
were Rajpits in the past, but you are not Rajpiits now. You are also not Rajpiits in 
your behavior. You practice natarum (i.e., remarriage of widows and divorced women). 
You are not as cultured as Rajpiits. And you are not considered as equals by Rajpiits 
themselves.” The Kolis who have never given their daughters to Rajpiits in marriage 
have no further argument to offer. But it does not silence the Kolis who have 
thoroughly Rajputized themselves and have given their daughters to Rajpiits. To 
those Kolis the Vahivanca says, “You are cultured, but not your brethren.” This 
argument does not satisfy them. They refuse to patronize a Vahivanca who does not 
accept food from them. The Vahivancas refused to yield, and did not visit their pa- 
trons, for several years. As a result they lost income from them. But now, under the 
pretext of general relaxation of the rules regarding pollution, some Vahivancas have 
started taking food from these Kolis. The Kolis who have not given their daughters to 
Rajpiits are not as adamant as other Kolis. 

The Vahivancas have invented a theory that satisfies the Kolis without offending 
the Rajpits. It establishes homogeneity, but not identity among the Kolis and the 
Rajputs. If the Vahivancas identified them with Rajpits, they would be giving offence 
to the Rajpiits. This theory has satisfied the Kolis because it has given them a status 
in the varga scheme. The association of Kolis with Rajpiit heroes of the past encourages 
the Rajputization of Kolis; and having Rajpit-like political power and Rajpiit customs 
and manners means belonging to a martial and ruling caste, and, therefore, to the 
Ksatriya varna. Neither the Vahivancas nor the Kolis doubt the identity of Rajpiits 
with Ksatriyas. To put the matter in simple words, Rajpiits are the visible Ksatriyas. 
Therefore, any Ko]i who wants to call himself a Ksatriya, should adopt Rajpiit customs, 
and link himself with Rajpiit heroes. It is only the Vahivanca who is believed to be 
able to link the Kolis with Rajpiit heroes authoritatively. Moreover, the Vahivancas 
are themselves an institution intimately associated with Rajpits. A Koli who wants 
to claim to be a Rajpiit should therefore patronize a Vahivanca. 

The imitation of Rajpiits means the adoption not only of specifically Rajput 
customs but also of the Hindu sacraments allowed to the Rajpiits. It is known that 
the Brahman priests did not minister to Kolis in the past, and there are still many 
Kolis who have to go without a Brahman priest at the wedding ritual. It is usual for 
the Vahivanca to follow the Brahman in recruiting a Koli as patron. The necessity of 
uttering the gotra, etc. during the Brahmanic rituals has contributed a great deal to 
the Kolis’ demand for the Vahivanca’s services. 

The Kolis are a rising caste in Gujarat. They are fast Sanskritizing as well as 
Rajputizing themselves. Just as a Koli is considered low if he does not have a Brahman 
priest at wedding and funerary rituals, he is considered low if he does not have a 
Vahivanca. Recruitment of Kolis as the Vahivancas’ patrons is still going on. While 
the Vahivancas’ income from Rajpiits has begun to decline, their income from Kolis 
has increased. The Vahivancas say, “An average Koli still pays less than an average 
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Rajput, and they do not know the niceties of Rajput hospitality, but they have great 
reverence for us.” 

The Patidars are next to the Kolis in population in central Gujarat. They are 
traditionally known as the real cultivators of Gujarat. Their former caste name was 
Kanbi. There are three groups among them—Leva, Kadva and Anjana. We shall 
confine ourselves here to the Levas, who are found mostly in central Gujarat. Formerly, 
the term Patidar denoted only those Kanbis who held land under the Narvadari 
tenure. The others were called simply Kanbis. This distinction does not, however, 
exist today. The term “‘Kanbi” has no prestige and is used only in a derogatory sense. 

Under the Narvadari tenure, the Patidars of a village were joint proprietors of 
all the land of the village, just as the Rajpiits were the rulers of Talukdari and Wanta 
villages. During the later Mogul and Maratha periods, many Patidars were collectors 
of revenue called Desais and Amins.*’ This gave them much power, and a few of them 
even established small principalities. British rule resulted in spectacular economic 
change for the Patidars. Though the bulk of them are still landowners, many Patidars 
are to be found following modern occupations—they are civil servants, doctors, 
engineers and pleaders. They have settled in large numbers in East Africa and several 
other countries abroad. They are an important force in regional and state politics. 
They have Sanskritized their way of life. 

According to the theory of castes laid down in the Hindu scriptures, agriculture, 
trade, and pastoral pursuits are to be exploited by the Vaigya.** In Dalpatram’s /fati 
Nibandh or Essay on Caste (1851)** and Forbes’s Rasmala (1887), the Patidars are 
classed among Vaisyas according to the scriptures, because they practiced agriculture. 
Another prominent writer of that time, Narmadashanker (1873)® described them as 
Siidras. The Vahivancas, however, faithfully recorded the Patidars’ own claim of 
being Ksatriyas. Dalpatram also referred to this claim, but he obviously did not accept 
it. The Patidars claimed that the Levas and Kadvas were the descendants of Lava 
and Kusha respectively, the two sons of the epic hero Rama. The Vahivancas’ books 
explain the Patidars’ descent from a warrior to a cultivator caste by the myth that 
Lava and Kusha were cursed by their mother Sita to become cultivators. The books 
then describe a long account of the migration of Patidars from Ayodhya to central 
Gujarat. The Vahivancas have also credited the Patidars with gotras. This is another 
instance of the Vahivancas giving a “historical” sanction to a caste’s claim to a status 
in the varna scheme. 

It should be noted, however, that the Rajput pattern is not found in the history 
of the Patidars as it is found in that of the Kolis. The Patidars claimed to belong to the 
Ksatriya varpa without claiming to be Rajpiits. Nevertheless, they could not ignore 
the fact that Rajpiits were the only caste whose claim to the Ksatriya varga was long 
established. The Patidars argued that they were Ksatriyas because they had political 
power like the Rajpiits. They had also adopted several Rajpiit customs, and love of 
opium and bardic literature had also spread among them. The Vahivanca’s genealogy 
was as important to Patidars as it was to Rajpiits—the shares in the Narvadari lands 
were divided according to the Vahivanca’s genealogy. The Patidar lineages and line- 
age segments were arranged, as among Rajpiits, in a hierarchy which provided a basis 
for hypergamy. The Patidars held their Vahivanca in as high esteem as the Rajpiits did. 

The Patidars’ respect for Vahivancas has declined nowadays, however. Patidars 
now claim to be not Ksatriyas but Vaisyas. Why have the Patidars changed their 
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varna, in spite of the fact that, according to the classical varga theory, VaiSyas are lower 
than Ksatriyas? The Patidars now assert the scriptural dictum that agriculture and trade 
are the occupations of VaiSyas, and try to establish their claim to the Vaisya varna by 
claiming the same status as the Baniyas, the traditional merchant caste of Gujarat, 
because the latter are known to be Vaisyas by everybody. The Patidars once claimed 
to be Ksatriyas because the kingly model was dominant in society at that time, and 
they tried to establish their claim by imitating the Rajpiits because the latter were 
known to be Ksatriyas. But now neither is the kingly model dominant nor are the 
Rajpiits in power. Business is one of the most highly preferred occupations in Gujarat, 
so much so that Gujarat is popularly known as a region of businessmen. It may be 
said that the business model is dominant in Gujarat.® Baniyas are the traditional 
businessmen, and the Patidars have taken to business. Baniyas, along with Brahmans, 
were also the first to take to English education and modern professions, and the 
Patidars soon followed them. The Baniyas are also one of the most Sanskritized castes 
in Gujarat. They rank next to Brahmans in a ritual context. The Rajpiits, who are 
known to be Ksatriyas, are in this context lower than Baniyas, who are known to be 
Vaigyas—the direct reverse of the varga hierarchy. The Patidars are almost as San- 
skritized as Baniyas, and are higher than Rajpits in a ritual context. Thus the politico- 
economic changes during the last one hundred and fifty years has brought about 
changes in the relative position of different castes in the local hierarchy, and this has 
in turn, brought about a change in the Patidars’ position in the varga hierarchy. But 
the Vahivancas cannot change the theory of Patidar origin recorded in their books. 
This is one of the main reasons why Patidars have not much interest in the Vahivancas. 

The Patidars of “high status villages” ignore the Vahivancas because they have 
printed their genealogies. Two of them have brought their genealogies up to date and 
published the second edition. The “high status” Patidars are also the most urbanized 
and Westernized. They have no love for bardic literature. Finally, during the process of 
economic change there has been a reshuffle in the economic status of many Patidar 
lineages and lineage segments. A cleaner past, or as the Patidars say, the absence of 
“‘a black spot” (ka/ank) in the lineage, is itself one of the criteria of higher status among 
them. Many Patidars who have become wealthy in recent years feel annoyed when 
the Vahivanca excavates the “black spots” in their past. They therefore do not like 
the Vahivanca to read the past at all. At one time the Patidars were a rich source of 
income for the Vahivancas, but nowadays the number of Patidar patrons has fallen 
sharply, and patrons have also lost respect for the Vahivancas. 

The above analysis of the Vahivancas’ role in the social life of Rajpiits, Kolis and 
Patidars, shows that the Vahivancas link up the local caste (ja#/) with the all-India 
scheme of varga,® and they mostly follow the Rajpiit or Ksatriya model. A few facts 
about other castes served by Vahivancas also support this statement. It is noteworthy 
that the Vahivancas have many more patrons among castes claiming to be Ksatriyas, 
than among those claiming to be Brahmans or VaiSyas. Two Brahman castes, the Baj 
Khedavals and the Anavils, formerly patronized the Vahivancas, but the Baj Khedavals 
stopped patronizing them about forty years ago, and the Anavils are not now warm 
towards Vahivancas. We have come across only one Baniya caste, the Kapols, who are 
considered to be staunch patrons of the Vahivancas. A group of Nagar Baniyas began 
patronizing the Vahivancas about a century ago, but has now stopped. Among the 
important reasons why the Brahmans and Baniyas do not patronize Vahivancas are 
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the facts that they have a literate tradition, and that they do not own land, like Rajpiits, 
on a lineage basis. But it is also possible that many Brahman and Baniyas castes do 
not patronize Vahivancas because they have puragas dealing with their caste origins— 
purayas which are different from the traditional eighteen puragas. It is noteworthy 
that a group of Jain Baniyas claim to be Ksatriyas, and not Vai$yas like other Baniyas. 
These Jain Baniyas patronize the Vahivancas. The reason behind their claim to be 
Ksatriyas is the fact that all the Jain Tirthamkaras, including Mahavira, the founder 
of Jainism, were born in Ksatriya families.** The Vahivancas also describe several 
artisan and servicing castes as Ksatriyas. Even the Molesalams, already referred to 
as a caste converted to Islam during the fifteenth century, patronize the Vahivancas, 
because they were formerly Rajpiits and still retain a number of Rajpiit institutions. 
Recently, several Molesalams have discarded even the few Muslim institutions they 
had retained, and the Vahivancas have contributed a great deal to this change. 

There is a tradition among the Vahivancas themselves that they served only the 
Rajpiits to begin with. They started serving other castes subsequently. In the Vahi- 
vancas’ books we have seen so far, we have also found that the books about Rajpiits 
are older than those about other castes. And it has also been pointed out that the 
Vahivancas are Rajputized, and consider themselves to be Ksatriyas. The Vahivancas 
were thus a Rajpiit institution to begin with, and they came to be considered a Ksatriya 
institution because Rajpiits were considered to be Ksatriyas by all. Though it is not 
possible to establish a definite relationship between the Vahivancas and the Siitas of 
the Vedic and puranic literature, it is signficant that the latter are mostly associated 
with kings.® There are no Vahivancas in south Gujarat because the Rajpiit influence 
is negligible there. The caste of Bhats, from whom the Vahivancas’ caste has developed, 
is also “‘a distinctively Rajput institution, and, except for the colonies in Telingana 
and eastern Bengal, is only found where Rajpit influence is supreme.”® 

The Vahivanca’s position in society is vulnerable precisely because he follows 
mostly the Rajpiit or Ksatriya model. As soon as his patrons cease to follow that model, 
they cease to patronize him. This is clearly shown by the changes in his relations with 
the Patidars, and even with Rajpiits themselves. The patrons may change, but it is 
difficult for the Vahivanca to change because of the written tradition of his occupation. 
Not only the mythical part but also the factual part of his book may become incon- 
sistent with the present social life of his patrons. It has been shown that the Patidars 
do not want the Vahivanca to excavate “black spots” in their past. Some Kolis also 
do not wish the Vahivanca to read from his book that their ancestors were dacoits. 
The Vahivanca is successful in his occupation as long as the myths and facts recorded 
in his book are consistent with the social life of his patrons. However, it cannot be 
said that the Vahivancas will never change their records. Recently, a Vahivanca has 
changed the entire mythico-historical part of his book, cleverly introducing pieces 
from up-to-date historical research. 

Some of the success of the Vahivanca in his occupation is due to a widespread 
belief that he is a Deviputra. Though all the patrons of the Vahivancas are not exclu- 
sively mata worshippers, the worship of matas forms a significant part of the religious 
life of most patrons. On the other hand, it has an insignificant place in the religious 
life of most Brahman and Baniya castes, who do not patronize the Vahivancas. These 
castes are predominantly Vaisnavite, Jain, or Saivite. They do not have much faith in 
the idea that the Vahivanca is a Deviputra. Changes have, however, taken place in 
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the religious life of the Vahivancas themselves. Until recently, all the Vahivancas were 
mata worshippers. But nowadays there are also a few Saivite and Vaisnavite Vahivancas. 
A few Vahivancas have also become members of the Swaminarayan sect, because their 
Patidar patrons belong to it—and this is a sect which was started as a reform movement 
within Vaisnavism. 

Let us now consider the organizational aspect of the Vahivancas’ occupation. 

The Vahivanca’s books are the chief source of his income. Generally speaking, the 
more books he has, the higher is his income. But some castes pay more than others. 
Thus an average Rajpiit pays more than an average Koli, and an average Patidar pays 
more than an average Rajpiit. Within the caste, again, patrons belong to different 
economic levels. For instance, the ruling lineage of a Rajpit state are likely to pay more 
than a lineage of Talukdars, and the latter more than the Wanta holders. Similarly, 
the lineage of a Koli chief would pay more than the ordinary Koli cultivators. Futher- 
more, the Vahivanca has to consider the economic composition of a lineage. In one 
lineage almost all the members may be rich, and in another, one or two members may 
be rich and the others poor. He cannot hope to extract from his patron a gift beyond 
his means. He has to take less from the poor and more from the rich for performing 
the same service. For instance, he might take more than a hundred rupees for entering 
the name of a rich patron’s son but only five or even two rupees for a poor patron’s son. 
The Vahivanca has an estimate of income he is likely to get from each book. It may 
be called its potential income. The actual income depends upon how effectively he 
exploits the patrons. 

The potential income of a book can be effectively exploited if a particular amount 
of effort is spent on it. The Vahivanca makes an estimate of the aggregate amount of 
effort needed in his occupation. When either he or the members of his joint family 
are not able to look after all his patrons, he employs a poorer Vahivanca (with fewer 
books) as his clerk (gumdast@). Similarly, a disabled Vahivanca or a minor Vahivanca or 
a widow appoints a clerk. The employer allots some of his patrons to the clerk every 
year. The clerk does all the work, including the collection of gifts, on behalf of his 
master. He gets one-third of the income as his remuneration, and the rest goes to the 
employer. The clerk goes out to the villages between the end of one monsoon and the 
beginning of the next. But some of his time must be given to his own patrons. His 
employer does not, however, usually delegate the duties of receiving a patron in the 
town, and of going to court with him. 

It has been mentioned earlier that the Vahivancas of central and north Gujarat 
form separate groups. The former group is smaller than the latter. A Vahivanca of 
central Gujarat has on the average a larger number of books and a greater potential 
income than a Vahivanca of north Gujarat. The Vahivancas of north Gujarat provide 
clerks for the Vahivancas of central Gujarat. Some Bhats or Brahmbhatts also work 
as clerks. 

It is also possible for a Vahivanca to take up some other occupation besides his tradi- 
tional one, delegating the latter largely to clerks. The number of such Vahivancas is 
growing in central Gujarat, as more and more of them are taking to higher education, 
and seeking employment in modern professions. But even they have a working knowl- 
edge of their traditional occupation. The secondary employment should provide enough 
time to receive patrons in town, to go to the courts to give evidence on behalf of 
patrons, and to visit the villages occasionally to supervise the clerk’s work, solve dis- 
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putes, and meet important patrons. In a joint family, one member may devote himself 
entirely to the traditional occupation while the others look after their own jobs. The 
Vahivancas of north Gujarat are still uneducated and most of them carry on the tradi- 
tional occupation, supplementing the income from their own books by working as 
clerks with the Vahivancas of central Gujarat. 

Employing a clerk creates certain problems. The employer has to see that the clerk 
mentions in the book all the gifts given to him by patrons. The clerk might conceal 
some gifts from his master. The master has also to see that the clerks behave properly 
with the patrons. Most serious of all, the clerk may doublecross the employer by passing 
on information in the books to a rival Vahivanca, who would be enabled to poach on 
the employer’s custom. 

The Vahivanca has to deal with problems created not only by the size of the patron 
group, but also its composition. Every Vahivanca makes a catalogue of his books, 
classifying the patrons according to caste and village. There are some Vahivancas who 
have books about only one caste. Usually, however, the patrons of a Vahivanca belong 
to several different castes. Each caste needs special treatment in almost the entire 
behavior of the Vahivanca with his patrons, in knowledge of history and mythology, 
in story-telling and poetry, in the technique of extracting gifts, and in ceremonial 
dress. The Vahivanca with patrons of only one caste has therefore an advantage over 
the Vahivanca with patrons belonging to several castes. The latter might be able to 
learn the skills required for two or three castes, but it is impossible to acquire skills 
required for all the castes. He has therefore to give some of his books to the specialist 
Vahivancas, and the income is shared between the two. Some clerks also specialize in 
dealing with particular castes. Only a Vahivanca with a large number of books can 
afford to give some of his books to others in this way. A Vahivanca with fewer books 
has to choose between giving up some money by taking a specialist’s help, and risking 
the loss of patronage of the groups he cannot cope with. A Vahivanca who specializes 
on one caste puts all his eggs in one basket. If his patrons should, for some reason, lose 
their interest in the Vahivanca, he is lost. A Vahivanca with patrons from several 
castes would be distributing the risk. 

Each book has an index which shows the spatial distribution of the patrons. It 
has been shown that frequently the members of a lineage contained in a book live in 
several villages due to intervillage migrations which took place during the period 
covered by the book. If all the books of a Vahivanca are consulted, his patrons will be 
found to be scattered over a number of villages. It is impossible for him to cover all 
the villages in a year. It is not in his interest, however, to cover all his patrons in a 
year. Frequent visits to a patron mean less money each year. They also mean more 
expense for the Vahivanca. Besides, there is very little to record after the lapse of a 
year. The Vahivanca so spaces his visits that his troubles are recompensed adequately. 
Some Vahivancas visit their patrons after an interval of fifteen to twenty years, and 
if there is a protracted dispute between the patrons and the Vahivanca, a larger period 
might elapse between two visits. The Vahivanca stresses the fact that he does not 
visit every year and so he is the loser. Usually he goes only after ascertaining whether 
the patrons are willing to welcome him. He does not go if they are hit by a calamity 
such as drought or flood. His visit is expensive for the villagers. A Vahivanca with a 
large number of patrons can afford to visit them at longer intervals, while another 
with a smaller number of patrons has to go at shorter intervals. The latter is also more 
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dependent on his patrons than the Vahivanca with a larger number of patrons. He 
has to be more particular about pleasing his patrons and he cannot afford to have a 
protracted dispute with them. 

Formerly the Vahivanca used to travel in a bullock cart. He would set out with 
his books and servant as soon as the roads were free for travel after the monsoon. He 
would select some one direction and visit patrons in all the villages on the way. He 
would travel in another direction the following year. If he had clerks, he sent them in 
different directions. Nowadays, however, he travels by rail and bus. He is able to 
cover a large number of patrons in a year, and he can choose to visit any village he 
likes, irrespective of direction. He must, however, go only after the harvest, when the 
villagers have money as well as leisure. He visits his urban patrons any time during 
the year. 

The books are an important item in the property of a Vahivanca, and they are 
inherited by his sons along with other property. They are divided not according to 
number but by their potential income. The books are so divided that each son gets 
roughly the same income, and this may mean one son getting more books than another. 
The inheritance of books at each generation tends to make the Vahivancas progressively 
poorer. This tendency may be arrested or accentuated by three main factors. The 
first is the number of shares at each generation. It is said that the Vahivancas of north 
Gujarat are poorer than those of central Gujarat because of excessive subdivisions 
among the former. It appears that the population of the Vahivancas of central Gujarat 
has decreased and this has made them rich. Secondly, the books may be mortgaged or 
sold. Such cases are, however, very few. This is the last resort in a financial difficulty. 
Thirdly, a Vahivanca may recruit new patrons. He can do this in only a few castes, 
and the process of recruitment is long drawn out. For instance, he can recruit one or 
two lineage groups in a period of five or seven years. There is not much scope for en- 
larging one’s patron-group by poaching on a fellow Vahivanca’s field. Such a practice 
leads to disputes within the caste, with serious repercussions on kinship relations. 
Moreover, every Vahivanca is extremely secretive about his books. He rarely opens 
his book before another Vahivanca. He does not allow his clerks to mix with other 
Vahivancas. While rivalry within Gujarat is restrained by prevalent kinship relations, 
no such restriction obtains between the Vahivancas of Gujarat and those of Rajasthan. 
Several Rajpiit lineages have tried to raise their status by getting “nobler” genealogies 
manufactured by the Vahivancas of Rajasthan. The latter also recruit patrons among 
lower castes whom the Gujarati Vahivancas refuse to serve. 

The substitution of one Vahivanca for another, or of one Vahivanca group for 
another, does not affect the occupation as such. It has been shown that the occupation 
is adversely affected if a whole group of patrons ceases to patronize the Vahivancas 
due to a change in their attitude. On the other hand, the profession is adversely affected 
by a change in the Vahivancas’ own attitude towards their traditional occupation. 
The Vahivancas of central Gujarat are increasingly taking to modern professions. 
Ahmedabad and Baroda are big cities, and Dholka is a sizeable town. The Vahivancas 
of north Gujarat live in towns which are only overgrown villages. Formerly, the 
Vahivanca used to take his sons with him to villages. Nowadays, the sons of the Vahi- 
vancas in central Gujarat go to schools. They do not learn bardic stories and poems. 
They find that their profession has no prestige in the town. They do not like going to 
villages. They are ashamed of putting on ceremonial dress. They are annoyed at the 
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element of begging involved in the practice of the traditional occupation. They feel 
they are backward. They like to take up modern occupations. They delegate their 
work to clerks, but as was seen earlier, only some of the work can be so delegated. As 
a result, the Vahivanca tends to visit his patrons at longer intervals. There are many 


patrons who are prepared to welcome the Vahivancas, but the Vahivancas do not 
visit them.” 
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Il, CULTURAL PERFORMANCES AND CULTURE MEDIA 





THE RAM LILA 


By Norvin HEIN 


cc AM LILA” means, literally, Rama’s sport. The uninitiated English reader 
may think “sport” a trivial term to apply to dramas which rehearse the 
deeds of a deity as told in an epic regarded as sacred scripture. The word 
Ila must necessarily be translated thus, but the reader should understand that “sport” 
represents a technical term of Hindu theology which is full of special meaning. A 
major tradition of Hindu thought describes as “‘sports” the whole of the divine acts 
in space and time. Confronted with the problem of how the Supreme Being, while 
axiomatically perfect and self-sufficient, could yet have had reason to produce the 
cosmos, Hindu thinkers have long taught that the creation, preservation, and dis- 
solution of worlds spring from no lack or need on the part of God, but are the mani- 
festations of his spontaneous joyful disinterested creativity—are his “‘sports.”"* Though 
the doctrine of //a@ is not the whole of Vaisnava thinking on this problem, it is an 
accepted Vaisnava teaching. Not only Visnu’s creation of the cosmos is viewed as /i/a, 
but also his actions within the cosmos when he enters into his creation in the form of 
his various incarnations. Thus the myths of all of Visnu’s ava¢aras relate his sports, and 
Tulsi Das in the introduction to his Ramayana can refer to the entire content of his 
Ramcaritmanas as ““Harilila,” sports of Hari (i.¢., of Visnu), in his Rama-incarnation.? 
When dramas which systematically enact the story of the Rama@yaga are called the 
Ram Lila, they are being identified by reference to their subject matter. 
Dramas called Ram Lila are produced by several different kinds of troupes, but 
the performances which go by this name are always based upon the Ramayana of 
Tulsi Das. They cover the main incidents narrated in his Ramcaritm@nas in a series 
-of performances lasting many days, and they employ an unusual stage technique which 
combines recitation of the sacred text with simultaneous acting and dialogue. Dramas 
which Hindi usage consents to call Ram Lila are sometimes produced by travelling 
companies of professional actors. Two such professional Ram Lila magdalis were at 
work in Vrindaban in August 1949, when the troupe of one Pandit Dip Cand held 
forth nightly on a platform erected in the fruit bazaar, while another party was en- 
acting the same sort of plays in the nearby grain market. In November of 1949 and 
again in February of 1950 a group of Caube Brahman actors came from Mathura and 
put on a month-long series of Rama@yana dramas. The season of Rama’s birthday in 
March (Caitra Sukla 9th) is a time of year when troupes capable of performing on 
Ramayana themes are likely to be active. These professional performances are called 
Ram Lila, but they are not she Ram Lila, and it is not these which come to mind when 
the words are used without qualification. The great Ram Lila of North India is a dis- 
tinct social institution, an annual feature of the dafahra holidays which begin in the 
latter part of September. Unlike the other traditional forms of drama found in 
Mathura District, the dafahra Ram Lila is a strictly local production. It is organized, 
financed, and staged in each town under the supervision of a committee selected for 





280 Journal of American Folklore 


this duty in a roughly democratic manner by the local Hindu community. This is 
the Ram Lila which touches the experience of the average person who grows up in 
North India. It is this autumnal series of Rama@yaga dramas which this essay describes. 

The account which follows is based largely on personal observation and enquiry 
in Mathura and Vrindaban. The writer attended ten Ram Lila performances in those 
towns and nearby Hathras in the dafahra season of 1949 and obtained the publicity 
materials of the actors of the town of Aligarh. Friends from more distant cities con- 
tributed personal descriptions of the observances of their respective localities,? and 
actors and members of managing committees in Mathura and Vrindaban obligingly 
answered questions and supplied financial reports and other printed literature of 
their societies. Finally, the author is indebted to half a dozen writers of various gener- 
ations of the past who have left descriptions of worth. To be mentioned especially 
is an account of the Ram Lila in Ghazipur written by H. Niehus in 1905, and James 
Prinsep’s description of the festival in Banaras in the year 1825. The oral and written 
sources of information on practices of communities outside Mathura District were of 
special value in distinguishing local peculiarities from practices which are general 
throughout North India. 

Deferring the question of how communities organize to produce these plays, we 
shall deal first with the persons who act in them, and the unique stage methods which 
they employ. The actors are recruited from the community in which they perform. 
The minor parts in the plays are open to all boys and men who belong to one of the 
four castes and whose age is regarded as proper for the particular role. Opportunities 
to act in the Ram Lila tend to be sought after particularly by certain families, who 
provide a disproportionate number of the community’s performers. There are special 
eligibility requirements for the roles of Rama, his wife, and his brothers. The actors 
who represent these divine persons must be of Brahman caste, because, when they 
appear in costume and crown as the very embodiments (svariips) of the divinities, 
even Brahmans will bow down to them and worship them. A Brahman boy may begin 
acting at the age of about ten years, when he may take the role of one of King 
DaSaratha’s children—Rama, Bharata, Laksmana or Satrughna—in the childhood 
scenes of the early books of the Ram@yaga. On attaining the age of eleven or twelve, 
such a boy may be selected for the role of Sita. At thirteen or fourteen, if talented and 
fortunate, he may be entrusted with the part of the grown-up Rama. He holds this 
position for three or four years at most. When hair appears on his upper lip, an in- 
exorable law of the Vaisnava stage demands that his career as a svariip come to an 
end. A younger actor must be found to take his place. 

Ram Lila actors are essentially amateurs even though they receive small cash 
payments and other favors. Out of the considerable treasuries raised to support the 
plays, Rs. 555 was divided at the end of the season among the actors and workers in 
Mathura in a recent year, and Rs. 161 among those in Vrindaban. In view of the large 
number of persons included in the distributions and in view of their month-long 
labors, the small individual shares were tokens of appreciation rather than pay. Free 
meals are provided for actors who remain on duty over meal hours. On the occasion 
of the enactment of Rama’s marriage, benevolent spectators give wedding presents 
as in real life to the actor playing the part of Rama, and he is allowed to keep them. 
On the night of the enactment of Rama’s coronation, special admirers of any actor 
may come forward and place personal gifts in his hands. But the actors’ chief gains 
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are pleasure and prestige. Nothing of the ancient disrepute with which India has 
traditionally rewarded her actors attaches to the performers of the Ram Lila. The boys 
who are selected for this work are highly respected and widely envied. 

The Ramcaritmanas of Tulsi Das is the subject matter of the Ram Lila. Its function 
is to mediate the words and meaning of this Ramayaga to the Hindu public through 
musical recitation of the text and through acting which makes the meaning of the 
recited text clear and vivid. In technique, the Ram Lila harmonizes the requirements 
of cantillation with those of drama. Ramayaga recitation has the priority and deter- 
mines the structure of the play. The central person in all the stage proceedings is the 
chanting pagd¢it. From a prominent vantage point on or near the stage, he sings out 
to audience and actors the lines of the sacred text. One who wishes to follow the prog- 
ress of the drama can do no better than to take a seat beside the pandit and follow his 
recitation down the pages of his large Ramayana from marked verse to marked verse. 
Sometimes he sings all the verses without omission for several pages together; then he 
may skip over many pages, pick out a verse or two here and there to serve as a bridge 
for the narrative, and pass on to a distant episode that has been selected for intensive 
dramatization. 

In some communities it is considered praiseworthy or even obligatory to read the 
entire Ramayaga on the stage during the days of the Ram Lila celebration. Prinsep 
noted that in Banaras under the patronage of the maharaja of that place “. . . nearly 
the whole of the Ramayana is read through in the course of twenty or thirty days, 
and whatever incidents are capable of being acted, or displayed, are simultaneously 
exhibited.’’® But in Banaras nowadays, according to Alexandra David-Neel, the entire 
epic is covered only in certain extraordinary years.® In Satna twenty years ago the 
reading of every word of Tulsi Das was considered a rigid duty. This sense of obligation 
involved the people of Satna in occasional trying situations. The Ramcaritmanas con- 
tains numerous descriptive passages which cannot possibly be cast into lively stage 
action. The majority of the local people no longer understood the archaic language 
of Tulsi Das well enough to enjoy it as mere literary recitation. Therefore ingenious 
devices were employed to lighten the burden of the audience, yet fulfill the letter of 
the law. The book was so divided for the stage that a night’s performance ended just 
at the point in the book where such a wearisome passage began. The next day the 
pandits would arrive early and dutifully sing the passage through to an almost empty 
house, finishing just as the crowds began to arrive. If an undramatic passage of some 
length fell unavoidably in the middle of an evening's program, the singers proceeded 
through it in subdued voice while the audience was kept pleasantly amused by a dance 
or farcial interlude. 

The Ram Lila players of the Mathura area feel free to make whatever selection 
from the Ramayaga they wish. Some incidents of the epic are omitted entirely; others 
are presented in abstract, so to speak; and others are produced in full with great pomp 
and emphasis. The selection of passages is made to be of such length that the aggregate 
can be acted out in the time allotted to the local dramatic festival. The chosen episodes 
are grouped into units of such size that each can be covered at one sitting. The re- 
sulting schedule of performances is organized into a calendar and is published before 
the start of the season in the form of a large handbill or poster (/#/a@patra). A comparison 
of the handbills of a number of towns showed that each community’s selection is 
uniquely its own. However, each town’s way of editing the Ramayaga for the stage 
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tended to be traditional, the same selection of incidents being repeated year after year. 

The statement that the Ramcaritm@nas is the substance of the Ram Lila requires 
two qualifications. The first is that some use is made of a Ramayana composed by a 
recent poet named Radhesyam. Its modern Hindi verse is much more easily intelligible 
to present-day audiences than the now difficult poetry of Tulsi. In keeping with the 
general Indian literary custom of resorting to poetic expression in emotional situations, 
the actors of Vrindaban in intense scenes often abandon their usual prose dialogue for 
the verses of Radhesyam. This Ramayana has a limited use in Satna as well. In neither 
town does it replace the Ramcaritmanas as the text of basic recitation. 

Secondly, the bulky editions of the Ramcaritmanas used by the pandits contain a 
good deal of material which was not written by Tulsi Das. Printed for pious rather 
than scholarly use, they include a number of interpolated stories (ksepak) which one 
cannot find in critically edited editions. One such interpolation elaborates into an 
episode the incident of Sabari, the jungle woman who offered Rama her best hospi- 
tality though it was only an offering of wild fruits. Another is the story of the saf of 
Sulocana, the wife of Meghnad, and the extended episode of Ahiravana’s carrying off 
of Rama and Laksmana into Patala, and the beloved passages in which Hanuman 
proves by tearing open his chest that the name of Rama is written on his heart. These 
interpolations provide several of the most popular episodes of the Ram Lila per- 
formances.’ 

There is no need to retell here the familiar narratives which the Rim Lila dramatizes. 
With a few exceptions of the kind just mentioned, they are the stories told by Tulsi 
Das, and may be read in the pleasant translations of F. S. Growse or of W. Douglas 
P. Hill.* An impression of the scope and content of the whole of a city’s observances 
may be gained from the translation of Mathura’s day-by-day calendar contained in 
the appendix to this chapter. It will be noted there that the presentations do not con- 
sist of dramas only. On the opening day and on the final day important rituals are 
performed. On numerous occasions throughout the season pageants and processions— 
spectacles rather than dramas—are held in the streets and other public places. The 
gods, for instance, go in procession to plead with Brahma for help against the evil 
power of Ravana. Rama and the demoness Taraka lead their respective adherents 
through the streets, meet, and lock forces in decisive combat. When Rama is to be 
married to Sita, he travels to her parental home in a colorful wedding procession like 
that of mortal bridegrooms.® Later, Rama with Sita and Laksmana walks barefoot to 
the edge of the city on the sad road to exile, amidst the genuine tears of many who 
line the streets. The citizens pour forth in a body to visit them at Citrakiit, which 
is identified for the time being with a certain spot in the suburbs. And when all the 
trials of the heroic family are finished, the victorious Rama returns to meet his brother 
Bharata, travelling in triumphal procession with his monkey friends and allies.’ Last 
and greatest of these vast open-air spectacles is the Ravagvadh, the great outdoor 
pageant of the slaying of Rama’s demon enemy. In the Mathura festivities this episode 
was to be given serious dramatic rendering on a stage during the hours of evening, 
but in the afternoon it was massively and crudely represented under the open sky 
before a crowd equal in number to the entire population of the city. The arena was a 
sunken field at the edge of town, surrounded by banks and hillocks from which a 
hundred thousand people looked on. At one end of the field, colossal paper effigies of 
Ravana and his brother Kumbhakarna (Kumbhkaran) manned the flimsy walls of a 
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paper “fortress” of Laika. There was some semblance of mute drama as Rama and 
his monkey cohorts swarmed on the scene and prepared to attack. Two carriages bearing 
impersonators of Rama and Ravana circled round and round in lively imitation of 
the tactical gyrations of the chariots of the two champions in combat. A great shout 
went up as Ravana was struck down. The ebullient crowd swarmed through the lines 
of police, the walls of Lanka were torn to tatters, and the images of the demons went 
up in flames. 

These commemorative spectacles involve no dialogue nor any but the most rudi- 
mentary of pantomime. Yet these are the conspicuous public events which have time 
and again caught the eye of the foreign visitor and have often been photographed and 
described as the Ram Lila in occidental memoirs." The majority of writers have persist- 
ently reported the Ram Lila to be a dumb show, devoid of dialogue. H. H. Wilson 
in Selected Specimens of the Theatre of the Hindus mentions it as “a mere spectacle,” 
and Sylvain Lévi says, “The dialogue is entirely omitted. ... The action is cut up 
into a series of striking tableaux. ...”* These statements can be dismissed because 
their only foundation is the account of Jacquemont, who himself saw nothing of the 
Ram Lila save the Ravagvadh pageant. But writers who knew their local Ram Lilas more 
intimately have also reported them to be pantomime. Niehus says of the dramas in 
Ghazipur: “The performance consists entirely of pantomimes, to which the text is 
read out from the Ramayana.” And Prinsep’s report from Ramnagar in Banaras says, 
“The whole of the acting is necessarily in dumb show, and the dramatis personae are so 
numerous, and in general so unskilled in their duty, that the leaders... have great 
difficulty in making the performance keep pace with the oral declamation of the choir, 
or band of priests, who chaunt the sacred legend.” In face of such testimony this writer 
must concede that in some places and at certain times the Ram Lila has evidently 
been staged as a dumb show. But he must insist that in none of the contemporary 
observances that he has either seen or heard of, is this the case. 

The Ram Lila of today, at least, is full drama. Its dialogue is subordinated to textual 
recitation, it is true, but the subordination does not mean that dialogue is minor in 
quantity. Its dependence is functional, and lies in the fact that the recitation carries 
the thread of the story and regulates what the speech and action of the performers 
shall be. The pagdit, ever the key man in the proceedings, sings out the dohas, caupais, 
and sorathas of the printed page in the ever recurring tunes appropriate to their 
meters.!* If the acting is being done on a proper stage, the pagdit’s lectern is usually 
seen at its right-hand border. Sometimes he and his accompanists sit on a small detached 
platform which projects into the audience slightly in advance of the main stage and 
to its right. He is often equipped with microphone and amplifier to enable him to make 
himself heard above the sometimes boisterous chatter of the crowd. In Vrindaban, 
where most of the acting is done in the out-of-doors, the pandit seated himself on a 
table placed at the edge of the rectangle of dusty lawn which served as stage. In swift 
moving action scenes he sometimes descended to the sidelines and strode up and down 
with the tides of battle, holding his book before him and singing out the verses in a 
stentorian voice. As these pagdits begin their scriptural chant from one of these vantage 
points, the performers on the stage begin to display in bodily motions the action being 
narrated, and when the verses of the Ramayana have reported the words of this or 
that personality, the paggit pauses while, on the stage, the appropriate actor repeats 
the substance of the speech in modern Hindi prose. Sometimes the actor’s utterance 
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is a fairly literal translation and sometimes a paraphrase of the Ramayana, and some- 
times it is a fanciful elaboration along lines which the text merely suggests or provides 
with a reasonable occasion. 

How cantillation and dialogue are interwoven may be seen in the transcription 
below of a sound recording made at an actual performance. The recording was made on 
the Ram Lila stage in Mathura. The occasion was the enactment of the Rajgaddi or 
coronation of Rama. After fourteen years of exile, Rama is seated at last upon his 
rightful throne, amidst the rejoicing people of Ayodhya. The devout of Mathura, 
acting nominally in the role of Rama’s loyal Ayodhyan subjects, press upward to 
the stage to salute their king and present gifts. Brahmans chant the Vedas before 
their sovereign and depart with rich rewards. Brahma and Siva pay their respects and 
take their leave. Farewells are being exchanged, and Rama is thanking his helpers and 
allies of the late war and dismissing them with gifts. Here our recording begins." 


Chant 1 


Uma’s Lord'® praised Ram’s virtues, 
and, happy, he went to Kailas. 
Then the Lord arranged for the monkeys 
all sorts of easeful abodes. 


That beauty, that pleasure in meeting 
speech cannot tell, Lord of Birds!" 
Sarada, Ses, Veda!” describe it; 
such charm is known to Mahe§. 


Vibhisan, contented, arose then—* 
took up in his hand a necklace of gems. 


Vibhisan 


O see! When my brother Rava conquered the Ocean, the Ocean gave my brother at 
that time this necklace of gems. 


Chant 2 


What the Treasury of Waters gave to Ravan 
Vibhisan received in turn. 

That same pleasing necklace of gems 
he dropped upon Janaki’s neck. 


Vibhisan: Now I make a presentation of this necklace to the revered queen! 
Bystander: Cry out, “Victory to King Ram!” 


Chant 3 
Its brilliance became so great 
the rulers could not gaze on it directly. 
It was more glorious there than the concourse of kings; 
the hearts of all were charmed to see it. 
At that moment Janak’s daughter the queen 
looked at Ram and then smiled. 
The gracious Ram said, “Please listen, dear. 
Give whatsoever you wish to whomsoever you please.” 


Ram: O Darling, please give this necklace to whomsoever you wish. 
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Chant 4 


Then the beloved daughter of Janak, hearing the speech, 
took the string of jewels from her neck. 

“To whom shall I give this?” she thought in her heart. 
She looked in the direction of the Son of the Wind.” 


Sita: To whom shall I give this necklace? 


Chant 5 


Noting her merciful glance, the Son of the Wind, 
pleased, made a prostration. 

That necklace of jewels the daughter of Janak 
dropped around his throat.”° 


Bystander: Cry out, “Victory to Queen Sita!” 
Chant 6 


Mahavir reflected in his mind, 
“There is some great excellence in the necklace.” 


Hanuman 


In the necklace which the revered Mother has graciously given me there must surely be 
some special excellence. Only for this reason has my Mother shown me the favor. 


Chant 7 


Soaked in the syrup of love for the Supremely Blissful One, 
he began to look at all the gems. 

“Save light, there’s nothing else in it 
to appeal to the hearts of devotees!” 


Hanuman 


The revered Mother has doubtless given this out of kindness. But in it, apart from light, 
no other thing is visible to which the minds of devotees should be attracted. 


Chant 8 
“Within the gem there must be some kernel.” 
Then he broke one pearl. 


Hanuman 
But a thing given by Mother cannot be without importance. Therefore there surely 
must be some kernel inside these gems. I am going to break one bead first, and see. (The 
actor crushes one bead between his teeth. Since the “‘gems”’ are grapes, this is not difficult.) 
Chant 9 
He began to scrutinize the inside of it. 
Seeing this, people were soaked in astonishment. 
Hanuman 


Inside this, nothing is visible but lustre. Just as there is lustre outside, there is lustre 
inside too, but far more than that. 
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Then stout Hanumin broke another. 
Seeing it to be without kernel, he discarded it. 


Hanuman: There’s nothing in this either! 


Chant 11 


In this way he breaks one pearl after another. 
It gives great pain to the multitude of bystanders. 


Bystander: O look! Why is Hanuman here breaking this necklace of gems in this way? 


Chant 12 


They began to say, each in his own mind, 
“To one who has no fitness 
Please do not give such a thing, 
or see the same sad state of affairs!” 
Then some king cried out, 
“What are you doing, Hanuman? 
Why are you breaking the necklace— 
the beautiful jewels—O Wise One?” 


Bystander 
O Hanuman, why are you breaking up and throwing away a necklace of such beautiful 
and priceless jewels? 
Chant 13 
Hearing the speech, the Son of the Wind said, 
“T am looking for the joy-giving name of Ram. 
The Name is not to be seen in this; 
that is why I am breaking it, O brother.” 
Hanuman 
Brother, I am looking in it for the name of the joy-giving Ram. The name of my Lord 
is not visible in it, brother. That’s why I’m breaking it. 
Chant 14 
Someone said, ““One does not hear anywhere 
that the name of Ram is in all things!” 
Bystander 
O Hanuman, the name of Ram is not inside everything; and we, with our ears, have 
never heard anything to that effect anywhere! 
Chant 15 
Said the Son of the Wind, “What hasn’t the Name in it, 
isn’t of any use at all.” 


Hanuman 


O brother, that thing is not of any use in which there is not the name of my Lord! 
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The same person said, “Listen, O Abode of Strength! 
does the name of Ram exist in your body?” 


The Same Bystander 


O Hanumin, you abode of strength, is the name of the Lord Ram written even in your 
heart? 


Chant 17 


Hearing the speech, the Son of the Wind said, 
“Certainly Hari’s noble name is in my body!” 


Hanuman: Yes, the name of the supremely noble Lord must surely be in my body! 


Chant 18 


Having spoken thus, the ape tore open his own heart. 
On every hair’s breadth were the infinite names of the Lord. 
Seeing the name of Ram stamped everywhere, 
all became astonished at heart. 
There was a rain of flowers, shouts of “Victory!” in the sky. 
Raghunath” gazed with gracious glance. 
Hanumin’s body became as hard as the thunderbolt” again. 
At once the Lord rose up; 
With his body a-tingle and tears in his eyes 
he took Hanuman to his heart. 


In costuming, each North Indian community follows its own fancies, guided by 
only a few generally shared conceptions. One such accepted notion is that murky 
colors are appropriate for demonic beings. Everywhere, Ravana and his henchmen are 
seen in blue or black clothing; the faces of the lesser demons are blackened with soot. 
Ravana’s ten-headedness is always somehow represented, but in headgear of patterns 
differing greatly from community to community. The general intention in designing 
the dress of Rama is that he should be made to look a king. But since the conceptions 
of royalty in the popular mind are vague, the results are various. In some towns Rama 
wears a coga. The costume worn in Mathura is a richly embroidered, red velvet coat 
reminiscent of an old style of western court dress. Sita wears her distinctive coronet, 
called a candrika, and a nose pendant of pearl (du/a@k). The headdress of Rama, here 
as everywhere, is a high cylindrical crown of a type peculiar to himself. A white 
feather (turra) is fixed at its forward peak, and at the very top there rises a spade shaped 
crest called kirit. Major protrusions from the right and left sides of the headgear are 
said to represent earrings (kundal). A tassel of strung pearls (jhiimka@) dangles from each 
of these ear ornaments. A halo (ej) is attached to the rear of the crown. The lower 
border of the crown is fringed with a string of pearls (Gamdani). The dots and lines of 
sandalwood paste which often ornament the face of the actor are without special 
meaning. The #ilak worn in the middle of the forehead by Mathura actors is of the 
pattern peculiar to members of the Srivaisnava or Ramanuja Sampradaya. 

There is great local variation in stage design. No single structure or layout can be 
called the Ram Lila stage. Since audiences sit upon mats on the ground, actors remain 
passably visible even when the stage is only a rectangle of earth under the open sky. 
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Therefore, communities can be found which do not trouble to put up any kind of 
erected stage. When elevated and covered platforms are built for the Ram Lila, their 
function is not always to provide a central floor for the action. They may represent 
specific fortresses, palaces, or other buildings, serving only occasionally as the scene 
of some part of the panoramic action. It is a widely acknowledged principle of staging 
that, whenever a change of geographical setting occurs in the story of the Ramayana, 
the scene of acting must undergo a complete shift to indicate the change of place. A 
move is made at such times to a new arena, usually in another part of the town. The 
Mathura players perform during their season in six different localities within their 
city. The events set in Ayodhya and Janakpur are enacted on a stage erected in a large 
open air grain market in the heart of the Mathura business district. The heaven of 
Visnu to which the gods go to plead for help against Ravana is set up in a nearby 
bazaar. Vigvamitra’s hermitage is \identified with the grounds of a local temple. A 
landing place on the banks of the Jamna River becomes Prayag, where Rama’s famous 
dialogue with Kevata the ferryman takes place. Citrakiit has yet another location, 
and the jungle scenes another. At most of these places a good deal of labor is expended 
in preparing special facilities for players and spectators. A group of young men who 
gained control of the Ram Lila in Vrindaban some years ago were convinced that their 
audiences had no real need of such costly literal representation of the various localities 
of the Ramayana. Defying the convention of the shifting stage, they began a tradition 
of holding preformances night after night in a single arena on the grounds of the 
‘jemple of Rangji. They give token recognition to the older principle, however, by 
enacting their various scenes now on one side, now on another, of the extensive strip 
of lawn that is their stage. 

In building whole new theaters, so to speak, for each major change in scene, the 
Ram Lila is lavish. But it is economical in use of scenery and stage properties. Save for 
a solitary throne in palace scenes, the stages are practically bare. Therefore they can 
be conceived as elastic, like the fields on which occidental pageants are enacted. If 
the plays are currently running in the spot designated as Ayodhya, the stage set up 
in that place can, with trifling shifts or none in stage equipment, represent any and 
every part of Ayodhya. When later another stage is used for the jungle scenes, it serves 
as setting for every action said to have taken place in a thousand miles of jungle; one 
of its borders represents the site of Rama’s military headquarters on the Indian main- 
land, and the other side, twenty feet away, is Ravana’s throne room in Ceylon. 

This nonliteral way of conceiving and using the stage area manifested itself in 
facilities of quite different appearance in the three cities of the writer’s experience. 

In the town of Hathras a great pavilion had been erected, accommodating on its 
broad earthen floor not only the contending actors involved in the battle for Lanka, 
but most of the audience as well. A low platform under the center of this canopy served 
as the field headquarters of Rama. A smaller platform in a distant corner represented 
the fortress of Lanka. Throughout the performance it was the place of Sita’s imprison- 
ment and the roosting place of Ravana and his demon henchmen. A corridor between 
these two centers was kept clear of spectators, and up and down its length the war 
between the factions raged to and fro. 

In Mathura the spectators sat upon mats under the open sky, but, for the protection 
of the actors, raised stages with roof and sidewalls of cloth were built on a framework 
of heavy bamboo poles. The floor-space was divided by partitions into three fairly 
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equal sections. At the rear was a large dressing room, sufficient to contain the great 
number of actors required by the dramas. The forestage was open, without curtains 
of any kind. The middle section was separated from the forestage by a filmy gauze 
curtain. When unlighted, its reaches were invisible to the audience, and were used as 
a waiting room by actors about to go on stage. But when illuminated, its interior 
was fully visible and served as a stage-within-a-stage for the representation of visions, 
dreams, or reveries. The forward section of the stage was the scene of the principal 
action of the plays. Though the space available for acting there was vast, it always 
shrank steadily during an evening’s performance through the creeping encroachment 
upon it of children and the deferential seating of dignitaries along its borders. On this 
stage, too, particular sides or corners were made to represent particular Ramayana 
localities. Ravana’s stronghold was at center rear, and there he usually squatted with 
his sooty crew around him, even when not participating in the current action of the 
play. Rama and his chiefs formed a continuing cluster likewise, just off the center of the 
forestage. Throughout the Lanka scenes the two parties confronted each other thus 
across a stage floor on which envoys went hither and thither, and across which the 
respective champions made their raids and fought their personal combats. 

The staging arrangements in Vrindaban were analogous, but not at all similar 
superficially. The field of action was an avenue of beaten grass and earth some forty 
yards long and twenty broad. On one side of it sat and stood the adult male spectators; 
on the other the women and children. There was a roofed platform at the north end of 
this strip, but it did not serve the purposes of a true stage. The deities sat formally 
in its shelter to receive worship at the beginning and at the close of each evening's 
performance. During the conflicts of Rama with Ravana it served as headquarters and 
rallying place for Rama’s forces. A low and roofless platform at the south end of the 
avenue was Ravana’s citadel and the principal hangout of his demons. The action of 
the play moved up and down on the no man’s land between. To present the story of 
an embassage or a foray, there was no need to replace painted jungle scenery with 
canvas battlements, for all localities involved in the epic narrative were continuously 
before the eyes of the spectators. 

Let us describe how this outdoor stage was used on the evening of 11 October 1949. 
The portions of the Ramcaritmanas which were to be enacted included the accounts 
of Ram’s battle with Kumbhkaran, and of Laksman’s victory over Meghnad. These 
episodes were cast into tumultuous action. No recording machine could have caught 
all the dialogue, nor would the dialogue if recorded provide an adequate account of 
the happenings. Some scenes were made up of almost pure motion, few words being 
heard save the occasional narrative chant of the pandit. But if a recording had been 
possible, it would usually show a mixture of recited verses and prose dialogue as in the 
text already presented. 

The first stirrings of activity on this Ram Lila stage begin at nine o’clock in the 
evening. Pandit Kundanlal arrives on the stroke of the hour, deposits his harmonium 
on the reader’s table at the margin of the reserved area, and confers with the accom- 
panists who are to handle the cymbals and drums. Ram and Laksman in full regalia 
now enter the stage at north and seat themselves with quiet dignity on a dais. An 
Graft tray with flaming wicks is brought and moved gently up and down in a circular 

_ pattern before them. A second attendant unwraps a large copy of the Ramcaritmanas 
ceremoniously, rotates it over the flame of the lamp, and carries it to the pandit’s 





290 Journal of American Folklore 


reading stand. Hanuman, who has been attending on the deities, now bounds down 
from the stage and leads the spectators in a shout of Ramcandra ji ki jay ‘Victory to 
Ramcandra!’ At 9:20 the pandit raises his voice in chant, and with this act the drama 
proper begins. 

The previous night’s performance had ended with Laksman’s recovery from a 
grievous wound inflicted by Meghnad’s magic weapon, the Sakti. Now Laksman’s 
renewed fighting power again threatens the demons. Ravan, worried, is seen leaving his 
dark southern fortress to call to his aid his monstrous brother Kumbhkaran ‘Pot-ears.’ 
That massive demon has been sleeping—a shapeless heap—on a rope bed in the middle 
of the field. We can hear as well as see his slumbers. Kumbhkaran has eaten such a 
gluttonous meal six months past that for half a year he has been sunk in sleep. The 
counterpane pitches and quivers with each inhalation of his mountainous paunch. 
The blare of his hoarse snores reaches the farthest spectator. 

Ravan prods him. Ravan pleads his desperate need of help. Pot-ears hears nothing. 
The demon king calls from his capital a host of minor imps and orders them to wake 
his brother. The average age of these apprentice demons is perhaps nine or ten. Their 
whole equipment is a soot smeared face, a blue-black shirt well fouled with dust, and 
an exuberant willingness to attempt any mischievous assignment. The clowning spirit 
in which the demons carry out their diabolic responsibilities is striking. In this day 
and age the goblins of old are taken lightly and even take themselves lightly. The imps 
swarm upon Kumbhkaran—sit on his neck, clamber to the top of his abdominal 
hump, jump up and down on his paunch and shriek. Kumbhkaran belches, shrugs 
them off. They climb on again. His belches become awakening grunts. He sits up and 
roars. Ravan tries to explain to him the current peril to the demon cause. Kumbhkaran’s 
mind is preoccupied with ordering breakfast: a herd of roasted buffalo, and a million 
bottles of wine. The imps lug in huge baskets of victuals, Like stokers, they throw food 
with shovels into the minister’s greedy maw—all the while stuffing themselves as well. 
His mouth is too full to speak clearly, but Kumbhkaran keeps bellowing for more. 
In his greedy appetites and loud voice, Kumbhkaran incarnates the qualities which 
Hindu feeling looks upon as the nadir of breeding and virtue. 

Finally, bloated with food and heated with wine, Kumbhkaran picks up his un- 
gainly body and lurches off toward the wars. As demon general, he musters an untidy 
army from among the imps. He drills his disorderly squads by bawling in corrupt 
English, “‘razt, leyaft, rait, leyaft .. . halt!” To salute, the demons assume a squatting 
posture and hold their noses. They prostrate themselves in the dust before their 
commander. Now the whole body rises and charges off in the direction of Ram’s camp 
in a formation as military as the snake dance at a high school football rally. 

In mid-field, Kumbhkaran meets his brother Vibhisan, who has abandoned his 
evil kin to espouse the cause of Ram. The fate driven brothers pause to take final 
leave of each other. Vibhisan then breaks away to warn Ram of Kumbhkaran’s impend- 
ing attack. Ram gives the alarm to a host of juveniles who have been swarming about 
him in the red jackets of his monkey allies. The signal stirs them up even beyond their 
usual agitation. They pour down upon the field. Ununiformed irregulars join in from 
nearby rows of young spectators. Ram’s motley host rolls out, collides with the horde 
of Kumbhkaran, and both dissolve in dust: the rival groups of little boys catch hold of 
each other’s shirttails and pull and push each other down into the dirt in the best of 
spirits. A group of agile “monkeys” begins to tease Kumbhkaran. He lunges vainly 
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at them again and again, with threatening roars. Finally he pulls up a “tree” (a branch 
planted upright in the ground for the purpose), and with menacing sweeps he drives 
the young apes back before him to their camp. 

Twanging the string of his bow, Ram leaps down from the platform to succor his 
fleeing allies. The soldiers of the demon army see him and turn tail, leaving Kumbhkaran 
to face Ram alone. A protracted duel begins between the two champions. To the 
measured rhythm of the pagdit’s continuous scriptural recitation, the combatants 
circle each other. The whirling steps and the stylized brandishing of weapons give the 
battle almost the appearance of a dance. Ram discharges light reed arrows which drop 
at his opponent’s feet or flutter in the air above. At last the two close in. Kumbhkaran 
goes down heavily. Wails go up from the demon camp, and from the crowd a shout 
of ““Ramcandra ji ki jay!” 

Meghnad, son of Ravan, rises from among the demon cluster now, a picture of 
vengeful wrath. Standing on the edge of the platform and waving a scimitar, he makes 
a vaunting speech in a ra@ksasa tongue that sounds very much like Urdu. Then he rushes 
forth and falls upon the dark gowned actor who plays the role of Ram’s ally, the bear 
Jambavan. They grapple. The bear throws Meghnad down and pins him to the earth 
for a moment, but he breaks free and returns, shaken, to his base. Next Meghnad 
tries to gain supernatural power by performing a Vedic-type sacrifice. He and his 
urchins fix their black pennant in the ground, build a fire, and seat themselves around 
it. A ritual chant goes up from them in the cadence of Vedic recitation, but their 
language is a jabberwocky, a demon’s pseudo-Sanskrit which brings a roar of laughter 
from the audience. At the other end of the field Vibhisan warns Ram that the sacrifice, 
if completed, will make Meghnad almost invincible. Ram sends forth his monkeys to 
interrupt the rite. The monkeys swirl around the group of sacrificers, at first keeping 
a respectful distance. The busy demons take no notice of them. The monkeys grow 
bold; they swarm in, kick the demons’ backs and pull their hair. They badger Meghnad 
to such a fury that he breaks away from the fire. Thereby his sacrifice is spoiled. Ram 
requests Laksman now to put an end to Meghnad altogether. As Meghnad is pursuing 
the monkeys up and down the field, Laksman stops him short. The two join in the 
dance-like combat, and Meghnad falls under Laksman’s arrows. 

The last scene of the evening showed the saff of Meghnad’s faithful wife Sulocana. 
The day’s events ended at midnight with the usual flame worship of the impersonated 
deities. 

The Ram Lila is produced under the supervision of a committee elected by an 
annual meeting of all the Ram Lila enthusiasts of a locality. The committee raises 
and spends the budget, marshalls the public processions, and exercises a power of 
final decision in every matter connected with the observances. The supervisory bodies 
of all communities are much alike in structure and function, but they bear a variety 
of names. The promoting body in Satna was known by the English title, The Ram 
Lila Committee. The dramas in Hathras are publicized as the activities of the Sarvajanik 
Dharmik Sabha, The Public Religious Society, and in Vrindaban the publications of 
the association appear under the name of the Sri Paficayati Ramlila Kamefi, the Public 
Ram Lila Committee. The general public and even the officials of the organizations 
use these names casually, substituting equivalents freely in speech and in print. 

The idea is an established one that a town ought to have one Ram Lila celebration, 
conducted under the auspices of a group representing the united Hindu community. 
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Though this ideal is recognized, it is often honored in the breach. Banaras has long 
had at least three bands of performers at work during the dafahr@ season. Any group 
of malcontents or enthusiasts are conceded a right to organize an independent per- 
formance in their own ward of a town and to compete for the preeminence. If they 
prove clever in assembling talent and funds they may eventually win the position of 
the recognized Ram Lila of the place. The memory of the older residents of Vrindaban 
is long enough to record the decline of several Ram Lila organizations and the rise of 
others to supremacy. Though a rivalry of this kind is found to be going on frequently 
enough, the normal situation in any town is that one group of players either has the 
field entirely to itself or surpasses all others so decisively that it is recognized without 
question as the Ram Lila society of the city. 

In Vrindaban at the present time such preeminence belongs to the performers who 
meet at the Temple of Rangiji, the city’s one large shrine dedicated to Rama. The Sri 
Pancayatt Ramlila Kamefi of Vrindaban was organized about forty years ago when the 
Temple of Rangji (Rama), then still relatively new, first attracted to itself a group 
of Ram Lila players. The temple authorities provide a room for the committee’s 
meetings and for the storage of its equipment, but neither the priests nor the temple 
manager exert any special influence in the society’s affairs. The managing committee 
has a membership of about twelve, half of whom are businessmen and the other half 
Brahmans engaged in professional religious duties of one kind or another. Several 
members have college degrees. 

This committee, like others of its kind elsewhere, is responsible eventually to the 
subscribers who provide the funds. In August of each year, about thirty days before 
the performances are to begin, the committee of the previous season sends messengers 
through the city to announce by beat of drum the annual meeting of the full society. 
The voting membership at this gathering consists of those present who made contri- 
butions toward the expenses of the Ram Lila of the year before. The informal pro- 
ceedings are governed by no written constitution or rules of order. The agenda seldom 
includes decisions on the detailed manner of performing the dramas, because such 
matters are rather completely fixed by local custom. The most important work of 
the evening is the election of new members to fill vacancies in the managing committee, 
and the launching of the financial campaign. The old committee proposes for the 
meeting’s approval a list of new co-workers. One consideration in the selection of new 
members is enthusiasm and capacity for organizational work. But a second qualifica- 
tion, at least as important, is ability to help in one way or another in raising funds, 
for the most essential function of the managing committee is to meet the expenses of 
producing the plays and spectacles. The meeting also draws up a list of authorized 
solicitors. The committee members themselves form the core of the money raising 
staff. 

During the month’s interval between this general meeting and the beginning of 
the performances, the committee's canvassers scour the city, receipt book in hand, 
asking contributions from the head of every family of any substance. The extent to 
which the Ram Lila is a folk affair is indicated by the published financial reports of 
the committees of Vrindaban and Mathura.** The Vrindaban committee raised Rs. 
891 in 1946. Rs. 727 of this came from 613 contributors, most of whom gave one 
rupee. The largest single sum was a grant of forty rupees from the municipal govern- 
ment. The names of 183 of the donors were plainly Brahman, 164 were recognizable 
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as those of persons of the merchant class, three were Muslim names. The remaining 
twenty percent of the budget was obtained from the public largely through offerings 
given on certain ritual occasions connected with the spectacles themselves. When the 
Bharatmilap procession is making its leisurely passage through the city, shopkeepers 
along the way invite the impersonators of the deities into their shops and offer refresh- 
ments and small gifts of money. And when each night’s drama comes to a close with 
the Zra# worship of the enthroned deities, many devout onlookers press up to the 
stage, pass their fingers over the flame of the lamp, and drop a coin into the tray on 
which it rests. The final evening of the series, the night of the coronation of Rama, is 
an occasion when it is the duty of all those who have attended throughout the season 
to come forward at the time of the draff and present a special gift. This is an obligation 
recognized and felt by all. The finance drive is the opportunity for those affluent 
enough to give in rupees; the @rafis are occasions for those who can give only in coppers. 

The report of the Mathura committee for the same year was signed by twelve 
members, seven of whom were merchants, three pandits, one a teacher, and one 
a doctor. The total budget of Rs. 4151 reflected Mathura’s greater population and 
wealth, but the sources of income were much the same. A total of Rs. 3572 was con- 
tributed by 740 donors. More than a hundred subscribers gave ten rupees each or 
more, but once again the treasury was filled mainly through contributions of one or 
two rupees. The municipal government made no direct cash grant, but paid a bill for 
special street lighting amounting to ninety-four rupees. In addition, the public works 
department of the city made available the services of a gang of its laborers to move 
equipment about and keep the grounds clean. A corps of boy volunteers contributed 
personal service in maintaining order and directing the crowds at the performances. A 
club of Ramayana enthusiasts called the Ramayan Pracarini Sabha usually assumes some 
special responsibility for the costumes of the actors. Generally speaking it is the middle 
classes of these cities which furnish most support to the Ram Lila and fill the ranks of 
its managing committees. Nevertheless, our study shows that its financial burden is 
widely distributed among hundreds of people. No individual or clique is in a position 
to control it through financial patronage. So broad is the popular support of the Ram 
Lila that it would be hard to find any activity which expresses more directly the ideals 
and tastes of the Hindu public of a North Indian town. 

One of the responsibilities of a Ram Lila committee is to decide when the series 
of dramas shall begin, and for how many days it shall continue. To try to discern the 
principles by which the committees are guided is a puzzling study. It has been possible 
to collate information on the calendars of sixty-three communities: the four small 
cities of Braj mentioned before, and fifty-nine places whose usual calendar for the 
dasahra season as listed in the District Gazetteers of the United Provinces of Agra and 
Oudh* makes clear reference to the existence of a local Ram Lila, and specifies the 
dates on which it customarily started and ended. The data of the gazetteers is fifty 
years old, but because it includes information on the observances of a great many 
small towns and villages it is probably still needed as a corrective for the impression 
made by the elaborate celebrations of the cities. The duration of the Ram Lila in 
these sixty-three places ranges all the way from nine to twenty-six days. In our 
four cities of Braj, long runs of eighteen to twenty-six days prevailed, but the places 
large and small listed in the gazetteers showed an average run of only ten or eleven. 
Our conclusion is that a nine day series of dramas is evidently considered a minimum, 
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and that a Ram Lila committee may lengthen the season beyond nine days according 
to its financial means, the talent and interest of the people of the community, and 
the established custom of the place. 

After deciding how many nights the dramas shall continue, the Ram Lila committee 
must set the dates on which they shall begin and end. In the sixty-three calendars 
studied, the one common factor was that all included the nine days leading up to and in- 
cluding the tenth day of the light fortnight of the month of Aévin, the vijaya dasami day 
or “Triumphant Tenth” on which Rama is said to have slain Ravana and stormed his 
citadel. Futhermore, there seems to be an almost universal sense that the final defeat 
of Ravana should actually be staged on that day. Only the Vrindaban players—ever 
unconventional—disregarded this rule by enacting Ravana’s defeat eleven days later. 
In places where only a short series of nine or ten nights’ performances is being put on, 
the story of victorious Rama’s happy return and ascension of the throne is abbreviated 
and included in the performance on vijaya dafami, and with that day the whole project 
terminates. Many towns which can afford to be more leisurely continue for two more 
days—not by shifting the Ravayvadh from its customary date, but by devoting a 
separate evening to Rama’s reunion with his brother (the Bharatmilap) and another 
to the coronation scenes. A few even add two futher sessions, featuring first Rama’s 
farewell to the monkeys, and then a concluding benedictory ritual. The generalizations 
about the Ram Lila calendar which will stand are as follows: the dramas are held on 
dates which are sure to include Agvin Sukla 2nd through roth; the killing of Ravana is 
almost universally enacted on the roth; and communities may, with perfect conven- 
tionality, add three or four days of drama after the roth, and begin as many days 
before the 2nd as they like. 

The managing committee does not usually take direct responsibility for rehearsals 
and stage management. They take an active part in recruiting actors, but find it wise 
to delegate their training and supervision to persons having special practical skill. 
These directors are usually men who, in their younger days, acted in the Ram Lila 
themselves. In Vrindaban one pangit Purusottam, the priest of a local temple, 
coaches the young actors in the dialogues which are traditional in that town. Allowing 
them some liberty in formulating their prose speeches, he drills them with strictness 
in the exact recitation of the occasional verse components of their parts. The teaching 
function is carried out in Mathura by a trio which includes a s@dhu named Bhadra 
Babaji, a professional pagdit named Govindji Caube, and a jeweler named Girrajmal 
who knows the entire series of plays by heart and whose specialized task it is to sit 
beside the stage during rehearsals and call to account any actor who departs verbally 
from the dialogue sanctified by custom. The town of Satna followed the unusual 
practice of bringing in from Ayodhya for the season a professional director of the Ram 
Lila. 

Considering the immensity of the material of the plays, rehearsal is taken rather 
lightly. Vrindaban’s director tutors his actors individually in their recitations, but 
holds hardly any group rehearsals at all. Consequently the finished pageantry shows an 
awkwardness arising from constant physical improvisation. Rehearsals begin in Mathura 
two or three weeks before the opening night. Every third year or so, when new actors 
must be trained for the major roles, practice begins a little earlier. There, training in 
bodily movement is not entirely neglected, but the generalization still holds that the 
Ram Lila emphasizes facility of verbal expression and views stage deportment as a 
matter of minor importance. 





The Ram Lila 295 


To undertake an aesthetic evaluation of the Ram Lila is to attempt to judge the 
standards and tastes of the North Indian masses. Not many of the performances are 
filled with such heroics and buffoonery as the farcical struggle with Pot-ears which 
we have just seen, nor is the intense emotional piety of our earlier recorded text to 
be taken as representing the single mood of the Ram Lila. The mixture of piety and 
light heartedness, together, gives it its tone. It grips its audience of thousands because, 
the community as a whole being its producers and to some extent its playwrights, it is 
the mirror of traditional folk interests and ideals. Seasoning the episodes with humor 
and feeling, the actors go through the old stories playing upon one popular emotion 
after another; the delight in children, the love of weddings, the sympathy for separated 
lovers; admiration for the obedient son and loyal wife, delight in the grotesque, feeling 
for animals, adoration of the fearless hero. The affectionate piety of Tulsi Das suffuses 
play and audience; one sees it in the raptness of many an eye in the audience which 
seems to expect at any moment an actual appearance of its god. Through Tulsi’s 
influence also, vulgarity is not among the Ram Lila’s concessions to the popular mind. 
Nothing indecent is so much as hinted at. It is as true of the dramas as of the scripture 
on which they are based, “... here are no prurient and seductive stories like snails, 
frogs and scum on the water, and therefore the lustful crow and greedy crane, if they 
do come, are disappointed.”** From Tulsi, too, comes the ethereal but earnest moral 
idealism of the Ram Lila’s ingenuous tale of a clear-cut struggle between good and evil. 

Regarding the Ram Lila’s technical sophistication, Niehus calls it “the theatre in 
its baby-shoes’”—and with some cause. It moves on amidst a degree of confusion which 
many outsiders would regard as intolerable. Spectators are allowed to invade the 
dressing room and even the stage. Onlookers when momentarily tired of the play 
chatter among themselves without inhibition. The paintings daubed on the cloth 
partitions of the stages are far less effective than pictures of the pure imagination. 
By foreign standards, the emotion of pathos is often indulged excessively. Since the 
project is too massive to be brought to perfection in the time allowed for rehearsal, 
the stage action lumbers on jerkily. The physical movements of the actors are usually 
somewhat stiff and under-expressed, showing little of the Indian dancer’s facility in 
translating meaning into felicitous motion. The performers themselves measure their 
accomplishment in terms of quality of declamation, and this, as the writer has heard 
it, has been very well done indeed. With only the slightest trace of a sing-song, the 
actors spoke with a clarity, volume, poise and feeling that would be highly creditable 
anywhere, especially in teenage actors. The artistic level of the Ram Lila as a whole 
reflects the fact that it is an amateur and popular institution, but sometimes at least 
it rises to excellence. Visitors who have pronounced it a primitive exhibition have 
done so on the basis of too slight acquaintance, usually limited to attendance at one 
of the crude outdoor pageants. 

We turn now from aesthetic to social appraisal. How important is the Ram Lila 
as an instrument of Hindu cultural education? A mere summary opinion on so general 
a question would not be instructive nor convincing. Let us break the inquiry down, 
therefore, into specific questions which can be answered more or less objectively. How 
deep an impression do the dramas make upon those who attend them? How large a 
part of the population of a given community do they reach? How thickly distributed 
are the centers in which the Ram Lila is performed? How wide is the geographical 
area in which the Ram Lila prevails? How long has this dramatic tradition been going 
on? 
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Of all these matters only the question of the power of the Ram Lila to hold and 
impress its audience will have to be dealt with on the basis of personal i impression. The 
performances observed by this writer were obviously ‘highly successful in communi- 
cating the mythology and moral teachings of Hinduism. Their effectiveness could be 
perceived directly, in the intent faces of row on row of wide-eyed children who nightly 
packed its theater. Night after night for several weeks boys and girls of every age 
absorbed through eye and ear at the Ram Lila a précis of the Ram@yaga with a most 
vivid and intelligible commentary. A considerable body of lore is necessarily fixed 
upon the memory of any Hindi knowing person who has sat through the Ram Lila 
even two or three times during the course of his life. The high degree of familiarity 
with the mythology of the Ramayana which one finds among the common people of 
North India is hard to explain without assuming the existence of an effective means 
of oral education. Reading alone cannot explain it, because the majority cannot read. 
The Ram Lila, if proved to be widespread in North India, may be regarded as an 
important contributor to this result. To my own judgment that the Ram Lila is a 
powerful influence I can only add the,testimony of the beloved poet Harigcandra of 
Banaras, “the Father of Hindi Literature,” who about eighty years ago composed the 
following tribute: ‘“‘Hari’s play is a*giver of happiness ih every way./It enters the heart 
through speaking, hearing, and seeing and increases devotion./Love grows, sin flees, 
love of virtue springs up in the heart./That is why Haricand daily listens and applauds 
the deeds of Hari.” 

Pending demonstration that the Ram Lila is an institution of some age, we may 
credit it with having helped to preserve the continuity of Hindu political aspiration 
also. In the region where the Ram Lila goes on, it is the most universally accepted 
and the most widely attended of Hindu festivals, having an appeal as nonsectarian as 
that of the Ramayaga. While all eyes focus upon the great culminating spectacles of 
the Ram Lila—the return of victorious Rama to his kingdom, his ascension of the 
throne, his acceptance of the fealty of his rejoicing subjects, and his making of arrange- 
ments for a utopian reign—the attention of the Hindu community is united as at no 
other time. Though the participants have not generally felt any conflict between their 
devotion to King Rama and their allegiance to Mogul or British monarch, there was 
political significance, nevertheless, in the rare unity shown on these occasions, and in 
the specific content of certain of the pageants, and in the intense self-identification of 
the Hindu onlooker with them. When the Hindu citizens of a town at the time of 
the Bharatmilap flocked in thousands to the edge of their city to join with Bharata in 
welcoming the returning Rama, they were not turning out as mere spectators to see 
actors perform in a play. According to a prime doctrinal assumption of the Vaisnava 
stage, they were thronging to welcome the god-king himself, incarnated temporarily 
in the body of an actor. And they themselves who hailed him as he passed in procession 
had a role to play: for the moment they were part of no Muslim nor Britannic empire, 
but subjects of King Rama and citizens of his capital, Ayodhya the Unassaultable. 
Robert Needham Cust perceived the subtle relation between Ram Lila and national 
feeling in a striking comment on the excitements of the pageantry in Banaras more 
than a century ago: “More wondrous is it, when we consider, that it is a‘people, who 
have naught of real nationality, who know not even the name of patriotism, who have 
bowed for centuries abjectly to any conqueror whom chance might place over them; 
who are incapable of unity for their own advantage; yet on this one occasion they raise 
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the cry of victory, though defeated; display unity of action, though hopelessly dis- 
severed; and might pass for patriots, did we not know they were not so.”’** From the 
vantage ground of today we may add that the appearance of patriotism was not entirely 
an illusion. A seed of patriotic feeling was being guarded in this institution like a 
spark in ashes. As a mere spark it had no political force, but it was a spark which 
Mahatma Gandhi would blow into open flame one day by speaking to the simple folk 
of restoring Ramraj, the happy rule of Rama. They could respond to this ideal because 
they had long responded to it. It was one of the few vital indigenous political ideas 
remaining in the vastly unpolitical mind of the oldtime Indian peasant. Through 
centuries of foreign rule the Ram Lila helped preserve a basis for civic resurrection. 
It is a thing to be considered in the history of Indian nationalism. 

We have ventured to speak of a possible widespread effect of the Ram Lila before 
ascertajnitg how wide its outreach really is. What fraction of a community’s population 
may be supposed to be touched by its Ram Lila? Very high percentages could be given 
here if one wished to speak of the great crowds of twenty to a hundred thousand which 
in Mathura turned out to witness the processions and pageants. But the deep influence 
is that of the daily recitation-dramas, and we shall take account of the ‘attendance at 
them only. By the rough estimate of this writer and ‘others, the evening performances 
at Mathura drew crowds which averaged not less than 2500 people. About three per- 
cent of the population of Mathura and Vrindaban turned out nightly to see the plays 
at their respective centers. The provincial gazetteers include estimates of the Ram 
Lila attendance of three hundred and eight towns, the average of which is 3525 persons. 
Since some of the attendance figures which are listed for certain towns run as high as 
150,000 persons, it is clear that some local officials reported to the editor of the gazet- 
* teers the attendance at the great Ram Lila pageants. The average of 3525 has been 
inflated considerably thereby, and we must discount the figure a great deal if we would 
get a true notion of the attendance at the plays. But if we suppose that the average 
crowd throughout the province actually numbered nearer one thousand than three, we 
are still reminded that we must not compare the audiences of the Ram Lila with the 
relatively small groups of people attending western stage plays. Thespercentage of the 

population which turns out in Mathura and Vrindaban is probably not unrepresenta- 
tive. Though these places are great centers of pilgrimage and might be supposed to 
have an exceptional number of residents interested in’ religious dramas, this fact is 
balanced by the smallness of the number of Rama shrines and the high preference of 
the people of the area for the worship of Krsna. 

How intensively the Ram Lila covers the Uttar Pradesh or United Provinces can 
be judged with some objectivity from the data on festivals given in the district gazet- 
teers. Three hundred and twenty-one towns are named as celebrating the dafahra 
holiday with a Ram Lila. In addition, a vast number are said merely to celebrate 
“daSahra,” with no indication of-whether Rama or Durga is honored. Fifty years ago, 
many more than 321 towns staged some kind of Ram Lila—how many more we cannot 
tell. We venture the opinion that there must be few villagers in the North Indian 
plains who are not within an evening’s walking distance of a Ram Lila during the 
dasahra season. 

The boundaries of the territory in which the Ram Lila prevails can be traced out 
roughly by examining a sea of literature on the holiday customs of many places.” As 
we have just mentioned, Uttar Pradesh (with the exception of the Himalayan dis- 
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tricts) is thoroughly devoted to the Ram Lila. The Ram Lila extends into Bihar and 
East Panjab, and deep into Madhya Pradesh. It has been reported as far south as 
Nagpur, but our material indicates that in Berar’s Marathi speaking country, the 
enactment of Rama’s deeds takes place during ten days of April, uses a different tech- 
nique, and no doubt has a different literary basis. Ram Lila is not reported in descrip- 
tions of the daSahra observances of Nepal, Bengal, Mysore, nor even Maharashtra and 
Rajputana; instead we read of Durgapija, animal sacrifice, and worship of weapons. 
Performances have been noted in such distant places as Calcutta, Lahore, and Srinagar, 
but the plays there seem to be put on by groups of émigrés from North India. During 
September and October the Ram Lila country is like a great central island in a sea 
of Devi worship. In general, its geographical home is that area in which Hindi is an 
everyday language and the Ramcaritmanas can be made intelligible without great 
difficulty. 

How old is the Ram Lila tradition? The more remotely it can be traced, the more 
justice there is in attributing to it a significant role in the transmission of Hindu culture 
in North India. When Niehus asked how long it had gone on in Ghazipur, he was told 
only, “Since very ancient times,” i.e., since time out of mind. Neither have the Ram 
Lila societies of Mathura and Vrindaban any records or traditions about the beginnings 
of the Ram Lila in those towns. Jacquemont, Prinsep, and Heber have left solid wit- 
ness to the fact that the festival was a well-established institution in Barrackpore, 
Banaras and Allahabad in the 1820’s. 

A probe for evidence of the Ram Lila in earlier times involves careful and critical 
examination of references to Ramayana dramas in various Indian literatures. To intro- 
duce and examine the relevant texts is a complicated and space consuming project 
which would almost double the length of this article. Since the earlier history of the 
Ram Lila will be dealt with thoroughly in a book soon to be published by the Oxford 
University Press, the matter can be handled in a summary fashion here. 

North India has one well-established tradition, known in Banaras and Ayodhya, 
according to which a personal disciple of Tulsi Das called Megha Bhagat first staged 
the Ramcaritmanas of his master at Nati Imli in Banaras about 1625 A.D. Certain 
details in the printed version of this tale are definitely fabulous, but its basic assertion 
about the time and circumstances of the first dramatic use of Tulsi’s Ramayana is 
credible. It is especially plausible in view of independent evidence that serial Ramayana 
dramas having characteristics of the Ram Lila were already known in the sixteenth 
century, before the Ramcaritmanas was written. 

In the Ustarakand of the Ramcaritmanas itself, Kaka Bhu$undi reminisces in these 
words on his childhood activities in a previous birth: “At last I obtained the body of 
a twice-born man (dvij)/which Veda and Purana declare difficult to attain./Meeting 
and playing with the children then,/I used to perform all the /#/as of the Hero of the 
Raghus.”’*! The Hindi words translated “playing” and “perform” have the same 
ambiguity which troubles the interpretation of the English words. They do not, in 
themselves, prove that the playing of formal dramas is meant. But the reference in 
the last line to performing all the //as of Rama suggests a systematic and compre- 
hensive “playing” which is hardly children’s momentary imitative make-believe. 
Also, being born as a dvij (which in the Ramcaritmanas means a Brahman) is regarded 
here as being in some special way a preparation for performing these /#/as. Here we 
remember that in the Ram Lila all impersonators of deities must be children who are 
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Brahman by caste. All in all, we believe this passage to show that Tulsi had known— 
probably in his own childhood—a dramatic tradition in which high-caste children 
enacted the Ramd@yaga in a manner akin to that of the present Ram Lila. 

Additional evidence to the same effect and coming from about the same time is 
found in the madhyalila of Krsnadasa Kaviraja’s Caitanyacaritamrta, a life of the great 
Bengali religious leader Caitanya who died in 1533 A.D. Describing Caitanya’s au- 
tumnal stay in Puri, this biography has the following to say of one of his pastimes: 
“On the ‘Bijaya dasmi’, the day of the storming of Lanka, the Master with His fol- 
lowers played the part of the monkey army (of Rama). Transported by the spirit of 
Hanuman, He seized a branch and broke it off as if it were the citadel of Lanka, shouting 
in a rage, ‘Where art thou, Ravana! Thou hast kidnapped the mother of the world, 
wretch! I shall destroy thee with thy kith and kin!’ The people marvelled at His 
passion and exclaimed ‘Glory! Glory!’ ’’*? We note that this drama at Puri was enacted 
by amateurs; that it dealt with a Ramayaga episode that is still enacted with great 
spirit, and that it presented the assault on Lanka on the very vijaya dafami day that 
is still considered the proper day for staging that event. Mention of the vijaya dasami 
as ‘the day of the storming of Lanka” implies that other episodes were acted on other 
days and hence that a series was being presented as in the Ram Lila. Lastly, this was 
a popular festival drama rather than an aristocratic spectacle for a few: the audience 
was “‘the people.” The description of these plays of Orissa was necessarily written before 
1615 A.D., the latest possible date for the writing of the Caitanyacaritampta.* But 
Krsnadasa was referring to events in the life of Caitanya in the first decades of the 
sixteenth century. He could, of course, have connected these dramas wrongly with the 
time of Caitanya, but he could not well have deceived his readers about their existence 
in his own time, because religious persons of Bengal were accustomed in those days to 
go on pilgrimage to Puri in great numbers. This reference is taken as satisfactory proof 
that a Ramdayaga festival drama quite similar to the Ram Lila was in vogue in Puri be- 
fore the time of Megha Bhagat’s activity (c. 1625) and probably before the writing 
of Tulsi’s Ramayana (c. 1575). 

Taking this evidence together with Tulsi’s reference to the plays of his childhood, 
we conclude that the work attributed to Megha Bhagat was only a new application of 
a stage tradition existing in the sixteenth century. Sometime in the seventeenth cen- 
tury performers of this style of epic dramatization began to use the Ramayana of 
Tulsi Das as their text. The combination of the effective older dramatic technique with 
the forceful new literary creation gave the Ram Lila power to become the universal 
North Indian festival which it is in the present day. 

The search for traces of the Ram Lila before the sixteenth century has not been 
fruitful. Neither the Sanskrit dramaturgists nor general classical literature has provided 
information on older Ramayana dramas having its peculiar features. The literature of 
the learned is of course silent about a great many aspects of the life of the common 
people, and such a folk institution could have been current for generations without 
being mentioned in belles-lettres. But the cumulative silence of century upon century 
amounts eventually to a prohibition. The Ram Lila could not have been ancient, and 
is not likely to have originated much before 1500 A.D. 

Historical search beyond this point has been more profitable when seeking the 
predecessor from which the Ram Lila developed. Ancient and medieval literatures do 
provide descriptions of a type of epic dance drama, quite different from the Ram Lila 
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in external appearance, from which the present institution was probably derived. 
Though the tracing of the connection must await another occasion, it may be permis- 
sible to say here that the Ram Lila represents one of the readjustments toward simpler 
art forms made necessary by the intrusion into Hindustan of a powerful Muslim culture. 
In modifying and revitalizing an older method of staging the Ramayana, the creators 
of the Ram Lila did much to preserve the influence of that epic in North Indian life. 

Enough has been said in the foregoing pages to indicate that the influence of the 
Ram Lila in its modern form has been operative for at least three hundred years, and 
that for most or all of that time it has touched the lives of a significant proportion 
of the population of a large area. It has carried traditional Hindu ideals to the youngest 
and simplest of many generations and has helped preserve the continuity of Hindu 
culture in North India during periods of unusual stress and change.*# 


APPENDIX 


A PartiaAL TRANSLATION OF Matuura’s RAM LILA CALENDAR FOR 1949 


Reverence to Sri Ramcandra! 
“Without association with the good 

There’s no telling of the story of Hari; 
Without that, no flight of delusion, 

And without delusion’s departure, 
No firm love of Rama’s feet.”’ 


Lilapatra of the Mathura Ram Lila for 1949 A.D., Sathvat 2006 


September 16: With the impersonators of Janaki, Bharat, Laksman and Satrughna 
present in full dress, the wrist-cords will be tied [solemnly binding all to fulfill their respective 
duties until the end of the season]. After this, all the actors go from the front of the mosque 
into Pandit Kavalisingh’s temple. They turn back and go into Durgacand Lane via the 
Central Bazaar. The drama of the wedding of Siv with Parvati. The reducing of Kamdev 
to ashes, etc. 

September 17: The terrible austerities of Narad. Sent by Indra, Kamdev comes with 
Apsarases. Narad goes to Siv. Narad’s conceit and his going to the Lord Visnu. The Lord’s 
creation of an illusory city to rid Narad of his conceit. Narad’s falling in love with Vi$vamohani 
and his going to the Lord and asking for a handsome appearance, and the Lord’s giving 
him the shape of a monkey and destroying Narad’s pride. Narad’s cursing the Lord. Svayam- 
bhuvamanu’s going to do austerities; his vision of the Lord. The birth of Ravan and his doing 
of austerities; his asking a boon of Brahma and achieving universal victory. 

September 18: The procession moves from Ray Bahadur Pandit Kavalisingh’s temple 
and goes to the Asakunda Bazaar by way of Bharatpur Gate and Tilak Gate. The going of 
the gods to Brahma. Then Brahma and all the hosts of gods and the Earth in the form of a 
cow are fearful and recite the praises of Narayan. The voice from the heavens. Thereafter 
the procession will pass the Svamighat Mosque and end at Ray Bahadur Pandit Kavalisingh’s 
temple. 

September 19: The celebration of the birth of Ram and his brothers will be held. The 
christening, the childhood play, and Ram’s exhibition of his vastness. King Janak’s ploughing 
because of a famine, and Janaki’s appearing from the earth. 

September 20: The sage Visvamitra asks DaSarath, the Lord of Avadh, for Raghunath 
and Laksman to protect a sacrifice, takes them, goes onward, and rests on the way in the 
ancient ashram of the Rsis. (This drama will take place in front of the Temple of Vaidya 
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ratna Pandit Sohanlal Pathak.) The killing of Taraka and the demons on the road. Visva- 
mitra’s performing the sacrifice, and the attack of the innumerable army of demons on the 
assembly of sages in order to interrupt the sacrifice. Raghunath’s killing of Maric, Taraka, 
and Subahu with a headless arrow. The destruction of all the demons by the arrows of Laksman. 
Ramcandra’s going to Janakpur with Laksman and Visvamitra. The deliverance on the way 
of Ahilya by the dust of Ram’s feet. The bathing and worshipping in the Ganges. Arrival at 
Janakpur. (This drama will be held at night at the Katra also.) Taraka’s procession will start 
from Ray Bahadur Pandit Kavalisingh’s temple, and that of Ramcandra and Visvamitra will 
move from the Temple of Mahadev Mathuranath at Dig Gate. 

September 21: The arrival of Ramcandra with Laksman to see the splendor of Janakpur, 
and the Janakpur ladies’ talk among themselves. Janak’s daughter goes with her companions 
to worship Parvati. At the sage ViSvamitra’s order Raghunath with Laksman arrives in the 
flower garden. Ramcandra and Janaki’s sight of each other, their falling in love, and exchanging 
of glances. 

September 22: The presence of many kings at Sita’s seayambar, and Raghunath’s breaking 
the bow with his lotus hands. Parafuram’s sudden coming in great wrath into the hall of 
sacrifice. The dialogue between Parafuram and Laksman. Parafuram’s going to the forest 
after testing and praising Ram. King Janak inquires of Visvamitra and sends a messenger 
to Ayodhya. The messenger’s arrival in Ayodhya, the delivery of the letter, and the joy after 
it is read. 

September 23: The wedding procession of King DaSarath from Ayodhya to Janakpur 
(from Bativali Grove via the Central Bazaar, Kaserat Bazaar, Svamighat, Tilak Gate, Bharat- 
pur Gate, and the front of the mosque, into the enclosed market). Enactment of the wedding 
of Ramcandra. 

September 24: King Dafarath’s preparation to anoint Ramcandra to the kingship. 
Mother Kaikeyi’s going into the sulking chamber on the instigation of the slave woman 
Manthara. The dialogue between King Dafarath and Kaikeyi. Ram is ordered to the forest. 

September 25: Ram, Janaki, and Laksman have hermit’s clothing made and go in pro- 
cession on foot from the enclosed market of Janakidas into the new Svamighat Bazaar in 
front of the shop of Lala Lallomal. The interview with the king of the Nisads. The leave 
taking of Sumant. Their dialogue with Kevat at Vishramghat, their sitting in the boat and 
disembarkation across the Ganges at Bengalighat. The farewell to Kevat. The Lord’s going 
to the ashram of the Rishi Bharadvaj (in the Jairamdas Temple in the Biharidas Compound). 
The carriage procession and the performance done by the inhabitants in Javaharganj. The 
arrival, via Bharatpur Gate, at Valmiki’s ashram at the Ghee Market in Kishoriramanganj. 
The affectionate interview. The going from there to Citrakiit via the Shahganj Gate. 

September 26: The procession of the host of Bhils will begin from the temple of Ray 
Bahadur Pandit Kavalisingh and will go to the Red Gate via Svamighat, Chatta Bazaar, 
Tilak Gate, the police station and the Central Bazaar. Bharat will start with the inhabitants 
of Avadh from Govindganj. Accompanied by the procession of Bhils, Bharat will arrive at 
Citrakiit via Chatta Bazaar, Dori Bazaar, the central square and the Red Gate. The meeting 
and conversation between Ram and Bharat at Citrakiit. 

September 27: Jayant goes in the form of a crow and pecks at the feet of Janaki. Bhagavan 
pierces his eye. Bhagavan goes into the ashram of the Risis and grants interview to all. His 
arrival at Pancavati. Siirpnakha’s ribaldry with Ramcandra. Laksman cuts off Siirpnakha’s 
nose and ears. Khardiisap makes war on Ramcandra and Ramcandra and his army kill all 
three demons. Ramcandra pursues Maric in the disguise of a golden deer; Ravan comes in 
the dress of a holy man, steals Sita and takes her away. Ravan’s fight with Jatayu. Jatayu is 
wounded by Ravan. Ram’s wandering in search of Sita. He meets Jatayu and performs his 
cremation. 


September 28: Ramcandra goes to the hermitage of Sabari. Sabari’s hospitality. Kabandh’s 
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death at the hands of Bhagavan. Bhagavan meets Narad, Hanuman, and Sugriv and makes 
friends with them. The fight of Bali with Sugriv and the killing of Bali. Tara’s mourning. 
The coronation of Sugriv. Laksman goes in a rage to Kishkindha. Sugriv sends the monkeys. 
Hanuman goes to Laika with a ring and tells Sita of the welfare of Ramcandra. His battle 
with the demons after the conversation, and his return with a bracelet. 

September 29: Ramcandra meets Vibhisan and inquires about the secret. The placing 
of the image of RameSvar on the seashore and the construction of the bridge. Afgad goes 
into the court of Ravan. The firm planting of his foot. The controversy. The attack on Lanka. 
Meghnad’s terrible battle with Laksman. The Sakti weapon strikes Laksman. Ramcandra’s 
lament. Hanuman brings the physician Susen and the medicine. Laksman wakes from uncon- 
sciousness. After a battle, Kumbhkaran is killed. 

September 30: Laksman’s terrible battle with Meghnad. Meghnad is killed. Sulocana 
goes to Ramcandra asking for Meghnad’s head, and performs safi. 

October 1: Ahiravan kidnaps Ramcandra and takes him to Patal. Hanuman brings him 
back after killing that rascal. Ravan’s grim fight with Ramcandra. The killing of Ravan. 
Janaki’s meeting with the King. Vibhisan’s enthronement. 

October 2: The procession of Ramcandra will start from Citrakiit and will come to the 
Central Bazaar via Shahganj Gate and the Red Gate. The procession of Bharat will start 
from Govindganj and the meeting with Bharat will take place in the central square. They 
will then go to the compound of Lala Janakidas by way of Svamighat, the Chatta Bazaar, 
Tilak Gate, and the Ghee Market. 

October 3: The coronation of Ram. The reciting of praises by the (personified) Vedas. 
The farewell to Sugriv and the other monkeys. Ram’s sermon on the duty of a king to his 
subjects. 


October 4: The Ram Lila’s benediction and oblation ceremonies, etc. 


NOTES 


1See Vedantasitra 11.1.33 with Ramanuja’s commentary, tr. George Thibaut, Sacred Books 
of the East, XLVIII, Part III, p. 477; also Girindra Narayan Mallik, The Philosophy of Vaisnava 
Religion (Lahore, 1927), I, 550-557; and Sushil Kumar De, Early History of the Vaisnava Faith 
and Movement in Bengal (Calcutta, 1942), pp. 260-262. 

2 Tulsidas, Sriramcaritmanas (Gorakhpur, samvat 2004), p. 34 caupdi 3. 

8 Particular thanks are due Radha Krishna Misra for data on the Ram Lila in Aligarh, and to 
Kishori Mohan Nigam for a detailed account of the Ram Lilas of his childhood in Satna, U. P. 

*H. Nichus, “Das Ram-festspiel Nordindiens,” Globus, LXXXVII (1905), 58-61; James 
Prinsep, Benares Illustrated in a Series of Drawings (Calcutta, 1833; London, 1834), 4 unnum- 
bered pages, il.; also in Selections from the Asiatic Journal (Madras, 1875); Reginald Heber, 
Narrative of a Journey through the Upper Provinces of India from Calcutta to Bombay, 1824-25 
(London, 1849), I, 190ff; Victor Jacquemont, Voyage dans I’'Inde (Paris, 1841), I, 213-215; John 
Campbell Oman, The Great Indian Epics (London, 1912), pp. 75-86; Alexandra David-Neel, 
L’'Inde, Hier-Aujourd’hui-Demaine (Paris, 1951), pp. 67-73; Mischa Titiev, “A Dashehra Cele- 
bration in Delhi,” American Anthropologist N. S. XLVIII (1946), 676-680; “Hindu Passion 
Play,” Life (12 February 1951), pp. 90-97. The foregoing are partial and sometimes casual eye- 
witness accounts of the Ram Lila. Documentary information of a different kind was obtained 
from the published annual reports of several Ram Lila committees, including: Radhagovind 
Tentivala, pradhan-mantri, San 1946 ke ay vyay ka vivaran, Sri paticayati ramila (Vrindavan, 
n.d.) ; Kesavdev, secretary, Hisab Sri ramlila ay-vyay sthan Mathura san 1949 i. (Mathura, samvat 
2003). 

5 Prinsep, 1833, first page. 

® David-Neel, 1951, p. 67. 

* The interpolations mentioned are included in Vidyavaridhi Pandit Jvalaprasad Mishra’s edi- 
tion of the Ramcaritmanas, 20th edition (Bombay, samvat 1992). 

8 F, S. Growse, tr., The Ramayana of Tulsi Das 7th edition (Allahabad, 1937); W. Douglas 
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P. Hill, tr., The Holy Lake of the Acts of Rama (Indian Branch, Oxford University Press, 1952). 

® The wedding procession (barat) took four hours to make its round of the city of Mathura. 
As in any wedding procession a corps of drummers (taSavale) headed the column. In this case 
they were bearded Muslims. The royal brothers and their relatives brought up the rear. In be- 
tween rolled the floats and exhibits of every person, seemingly, who possessed any kind of ani- 
mate or inanimate conveyance, and something which he wished to bring to the notice of the 
public. On one float the Ramayan Pracarini Sabha, a religious organization, conducted a mobile 
katha or public reading of the Ramayana. Merchants rolled by on carts piled with their choicest 
merchandise, exhibiting their wares and passing out advertisements to the massed bystanders. 
The slow procession brought the goddess Kali into view, seated upon a moving throne. On the 
petition of a walking attendant, she leaped down to the street to manifest her destructive powers. 
In a ferocious charge down the pavement and back she swept the narrow street with terrifying 
circles of her flashing sword. The crowd scattered pell-mell. Siva and Parvati, on tinseled jeep, 
came by in the role of special friends and clients of the Vaisnava deities—the status usually 
granted them in this overwhelmingly Vaisnava area. The seething crowd soon closed in tightly 
around all the floats save that of a snake charmer who, with insistent generosity, kept trying to 
bestow handfuls of serpents on all bystanders within his reach. 

10 The number and nature of the processions vary greatly from town to town according to 
local desires and the funds available for these costly affairs. In Aligarh, judging by the printed 
calendar of that place, some sort of procession is held every day. The Hathras program men- 
tions five only; and in Vrindaban only the procession of Rama’s wedding and that of his final 
reunion with Bharata are held. In 1944 a group of young men gained control of the Vrindaban 
festival on a platform of eliminating the multiplicity of processions, holding that they conferred 
no aesthetic or educational benefit proportionate to their extraordinary expense. Even now almost 
half of the Vrindaban budget goes to the support of the two processions which are still main- 
tained. 

11 The best descriptions of the Ravanvadh pageantry are those by Titiev, Prinsep, and Life 
magazine, mentioned above. See also Fig. 39 in William Ridgeway, Dramas and Dramatic Dances 
of Non-European Races (Cambridge, Eng., 1915), p. 152. 

12 Horace Hyman Wilson, Selected Specimens of the Theatre of the Hindus (London, 1871), 
I, xxix; Sylvain Lévi, Le théatre indien (Paris, 1890), p. 317; likewise A. B. Keith, The Sanskrit 
Drama (Oxford, 1924), p. 42. 

18 Some of the melodies used currently in the Ram Lila in Banaras are recorded in Ethnic 
Folkways Library P431, “Religious Music of India,” Folkways Records and Service Corp., 117 
W. 46th St., New York City. The chief musician is Pandit Amarnath Misra, mahant of the San- 
kat Mocan Temple, Banaras. 

14 Obtained by sound recording as far as chant 13 and transcribed by Govind Das Gupta, M.A. 
The remainder of the verses were taken from the stage copy of the Ramayana, and the speeches 
were dictated by the actors privately. 

15 Epithet of Siva, whose special abode is Mount Kailasa. 

16 Garuda, to whom the story is being narrated. 

17 Great fluency of utterance is ascribed here to Sarasvati, the goddess of speech, to Adigesha, 
the primeval serpent, and to the personified Vedas. 

18 This and all subsequent lines are an interploation in Tulsi Das’ text. 

19 Hanuman. 

20 The story to this point is found in Valmiki’s Ramayana, V1.128:78-83, ed., Kasinath Pan- 
durang Parab (Bombay, 1902), p. 767, and the Adhyatmaramdayana, Lankakhand 16:5-8, Cal- 
cutta Sanskrit Series No. XI (Calcutta, 1935), p. 895. The source of the episodes which follow is 
doubtful or unknown to this writer. Hanuman’s cracking the jewels between his teeth may have 
been suggested by Ramcaritmanas (See Note 2.), p. 831f, wherein Vibhisan at Ram’s bidding 
showers raiment and jewels down upon the monkeys, who stuff the precious things into their 
mouths. 

21 Rama. 

22 Hindi simile regards the thunderbolt as the model of adamantine hardness, rather than of 
speed and force. 
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8 Pictures of actors in costume may be seen particularly in Ridgeway, 1915, pp. 135, 137, 
193, 195f. 

24 Reports by Radhagovind Tentivala and Keéavdev, detailed in Note 4 above. 

28D. L. Drake-Brockman, ed., District Gazetteers of the United Provinces of Agra and Oudh, 
vols. 1-2, 6-11, 14-36, 40, 42-44, 47-48 (Allahabad, rgo4ff). 

26 Growse, 1937, p. 31. 

27 Bharatendu Hariscandra, Bharatendu granthavali, ed., Brajratna Das (Banaras, samvat 
1991), No. 61. “Sri ram lila,” p. 77 

28 Robert Needham Cust, Pictures of Indian Life, Sketched with the Pen, from 1852 to 1881 
(London, 1881), p. 366. 

29 The geographical limits of the Ram Lila have been defined mainly on the basis of infor- 
mation from the following literature. Generar: M. M. Underhill, The Hindu Religious Year 
(Calcutta, 1929), pp. 53-57; William C. Crooke, “The Dasahra: an Autumn Festival of the 
Hindus,” Folk-Lore, XXVI (1915), 28-59; E. Denison Ross, An Alphabetical List of the Feasts 
and Holidays of the Hindus and Muhammadans (Calcutta, 1914), pp. 16, 66. Nepar: Sylvain 
Lévi, Le Népal (Paris, 1905), II, 54ff.; Henry Ambrose Oldfield, Sketches from Nipal (London, 
1880), p. 342ff., “The Dassera.” Panyas: Oman, 1912; Richard Carnac Temple in Indian Anti- 
quary, X (1881), 289f. The literary basis of Ram Lila in the Panjab is not clear. Kasuir: Flor- 
ence H. Morden, “House-boat Days in the Vale of Kashmir,” National Geographic Magazine, LVI 
(Oct. 1929), 451, il. Rayputana: Louis Rousselet, India and Its Native Princes (London, 1882), 
pp. 268-271; B. A. Gupte, Hindu Holidays and Ceremonials, 2nd ed., Calcutta, 1919), pp. 185-188. 
Guyarat: Rousselet, 1882, pp. 119-122; N. A. Thoothi, The Vaishnavas of Gujarat (Calcutta, 
1935), Pp. 286-289—a superior sketch without clear place reference. Bomsay: Lucia C. G. Grieve, 
“The Dasara Festival at Satara, India,” Journal of the American Oriental Society, XXX (1910), 
72-76; Ridgeway, 1915, quoting D. R. Bhandarkar, p. 184, 190; Byramjee Jeejeebhoy, The 
Bombay Calendar and General Directory for 1849 (Bombay, n.d.), p. 56f. Mysore: L. N. Gubil, 
“The Dasara at Mysore,” Modern Review (Oct. 1942), pp. 314-316. Berar: Panjab Notes and 
Queries, III (1886), sec. 674; Sri Purohit Swami, An Indian Monk (London, 1930), p. 17f. 
Nacpur: Ridgeway, 1915, quoting Pandit Hira Lal, p. 204. BENcaL: Oman, 1912, p. 85, “.. . the 
Bengalees do not perform the Ram Lila;” Jacquemont, 1841, I, 220, notes participants “. . . come 
almost all from the Upper Provinces . . . ;” Padmina Sen Gupta, “Puja in the Bustees,” The 
Statesman, Calcutta, Puja Supplement, Sept. 25, 1949, p. 2. Fiy1: C. F. Andrews, “Indian Labour 
in Fiji,” Modern Review, XXII (1918), p. 587. Ceylon has a Ramayana festival drama in Tamil 
which is similar to Ram Lila in some ways: Hugh Neville, “The Ramayana as a Play,” The 
Taprobanian, II (1887), 150-160, 170-172; Carl Hagemann, Spiele der Voelker (Berlin, 1919), 
PP. 50-57. 

80 Sarju Dasji Ayodhyanivasi, Ramkrishnalilanukaran Siddhant (Lucknow, samvat 1976). pp. 
3-20. 

31 Tulsi Das, samvat 2004, p. 944: “caram deh dvij kai main pai, / sur durlabh puran Sruti 
gai. / khelaun tahiin balkanh mila, / karaun sakal raghunayak lila.” 

82 J. N. Sarkar, tr., Chaitanya’s Pilgrimages and Teachings. From his contemporary biography, 
the Chaitanya-charitamrita: Madhyalila (London, 1913), p. 169. 
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THE INDIAN HERO AS VIDYADHARA 


By Hans van BuITENEN 


O a large extent it is true that we are better informed about the religious 

doctrines and practices, moral ideals, and metaphysical speculations of pre- 

Muslim India than about any other aspect of the Indian civilization. The authors 
whose works have come down to us, whether Hindu or Buddhist, largely belonged to 
a class which was preoccupied with its sacerdotal prerogatives, its pedagogic duties, 
and its functions as the guardian of a sacred tradition. But, although we must recognize 
the great significance of their articulate eschatology in our valuation of the Indian 
Weltanschauung, the mere mass of evidence for one set of values should not tempt 
us to overlook the actual importance of different outlooks. While the increasingly 
prevailing note of quietistic world despair may have set the key, other notes were 
sounded. Nor should we forget that the Indian looked upon anything that fell short 
of a conceivable ideal state of being as an occasion for sorrow, and that accordingly 
the intention of the very notion of sorrow was inflated. In spite of an undeniable 
plaintiveness about life in general, the Indian’s attitude was essentially melioristic; 
and though the moralists in unison complain about the misery of man’s fate to live, 
there are few indications that the average person’s life was more than ordinarily un- 
pleasant. To a point, sorrow was a theological presupposition, comparable to original 
sin, and one cannot help feeling that it was more dogma than reality. Meanwhile, the 
stereotype of the miserable life has passed into the cultural history, and now, corrob- 
orated by some distressing facts of contemporary Indian economics, has become the 
most widely known item about the Indian civilization—the teeming millions of suf- 
fering humanity. 

If one reads those texts least afflicted by moralists—the poetry, especially lyrical 
poetry, and the vast literature of tales and romances—one gets a different picture of 
civilized Indian life. There was a delight in living, an artistic sensitiveness, a cool 
headed drive to make good in the world, and an air of cultured sophistication in the 
enjoyment of the rewards of prosperity, as far removed from the stern disenchantment 
of the sages as is the spirit of a rustic Brahman freehold from the urban wit of the 
ocean-port Tamralipti. 

Yet, if one comes down to essentials, the ideals and aspirations—the “‘daydreams”— 
which find expression in the stories and romances, remain, in spite of vast difference 
in temper and spirit, close to those that have guided higher Indian thought. Or perhaps 
we must change the order; for it is an enduring characteristic of Indian thinking, even 
of the highest order, that it never loses contact with popular conceptions and beliefs, 
but returns time and time again to find new inspiration in the immediate experiences 
of everyday life. When we inquire into the salient features with which the people who 
enjoyed stories have endowed the character of their heroes, we find the same features 
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that characterize the Indian culture ideal of the saint. Even a cold blooded adventurer 
like Apaharavarman of the Tales of the Ten Princes has more of the virtues that go 
into the making of a saint than his cynical behavior would make us suspect. It is the 
purposes to which he applies his virtues, and not his qualities themselves, which dis- 
tinguish him. 

The ideal type of man in the stories, the composite of many heroes who display 
the same characteristics in varying degrees, is endowed with a particular quality of 
spirit which we can perhaps best paraphrase as presence of mind. He is consistent and 
persevering in his endeavors, dedicated to his goal, and more often than not he is so 
because he has given his word for it. Although his actions are primarily self-centered, 
this very constancy in the pursuit of his purposes renders him dependable for others 
when his self-interest happens to coincide with theirs. If he is in a subordinate position, 
which of course does not happen often, this makes for an unstraying loyalty. The 
latter is also the function of the last basic characteristic, the capacity for relinquishing 
anything that is his or due to him, a capacity that is only imperfectly rendered as 
generosity, but when actuated by compassion, a quality often adorning his character, 
is close to it. 

The quality which we paraphrase as presence of mind is not so much a function of 
worldly wit or cleverness, as its condition. It is the articulation of a constant cagy 
awareness of what is going on, the refusal to permit oneself to be distracted momen- 
tarily, the preparedness and collectedness of one’s faculty of discrimination and decision. 
It is what the philosophic psychology calls duddhi, which comprises both this wide- 
awake vigilance and the capacity for immediately acting upon what comes within its 
purview. This faculty is the hero’s principal weapon in the struggle for survival. When 
Gomukha, one of the most appealingly human personalities of Indian literature, finds 
himself unexpectedly in the presence of a very beautiful girl and is caught unawares, 
his first exasperated thought is, when he has collected his senses, “Damned be my presence 
of mind and my voice which were surprised off guard and praised be my hands which 
went through the motions of greeting! I am nothing but my hands—mind and tongue 
have perished on me. For only the vigilant live, and he who is found off guard is 
already dead!” Seldom does the hero allow his mind to be distracted; when he does, 
and danger, always lurking, assails him, it is his own distraction he blames, not the forces 
that beset him. Apaharavarman, the master burglar, has been drinking with his wife, 
and in his drunkenness decides to empty the city of its wealth and fill his wife’s house 
with the loot. “I burst loose, like a rutting elephant from his chain, and with no other 
weapon than my sword, set out in a fury of violence. When I fell in with a patrol of 
the town-guard I fought them without thinking: crying ‘thief,’ they attacked, but 
hardly angry, playful rather, I killed off two or three of them before the sword slipped 
from my drunken hand and I collapsed with rolling bloodshot eyes. The emergency 
sobered me up and my head cleared at once. In a moment I collected my senses and 
thought: ‘Aho! I am in dire trouble, and only because of my own lunacy!’” The 
heightened awareness, the undistracted concentration on what is going on which 
characterizes the hero, is exactly the same faculty the aspirant to release employs in the 
pursuit of man’s highest purpose. It is this same mental discipline which does not 
allow a moment of distraction, the same concentration which, intensified to the apogee 
of consciousness that changes its essence, breaks through to the beyond. 

A corollary of the hero’s supreme presence of mind and resolution is his ruthlessness 





The Indian Hero as Vidyadhara 307 


in taking advantage of his adversary’s lack of control. The hero is one of the perils 
perpetually lying in wait for anyone who lowers his defences. Apaharvarman merci- 
lessly ruins the wealthy and greedy merchant Arthapati; but the moral is not primarily 
that the merchant should have been less greedy but that he should have been better 
prepared. In a world where only the vigilant survive, he had the misfortune to be a 
short-sighted fool. 

The hero’s perseverance, sometimes against heavy odds, is the quality by which 
he is able not only to bring out the latent potential of his personal destiny, but even 
to overcome its limitations and progress farther on his road to perfection. The story 
of the gambler Saktideva, who finds and eventually possesses the City of Gold, is an 
excellent case in point. The perseverance which the hero exhibits in his exploits is 
frequently forced upon him by his word, for to be true to his word, as Somadeva says 
somewhere, is the true greatness of the great. In the Saktideva story it is the gambler’s 
promise, made in a moment of frustrated anger, that is his main motivation to con- 
tinue in his apparently vain pursuits to find the City of Gold. Thus a hero’s given word 
may become his destiny. And it is not necessarily his own word which is binding. 
Budhasvamin’s version of the Brhatkatha includes an interesting dispute between a 
disillusioned mendicant and an eager Brahman student about the relative importance 
of fate and a person’s own agency. The mendicant, upholding the automatic fulfilment 
of destiny, tells the story of a young man of whom it is predicted that he will marry an 
evil wife just before the woman is actually born. The man flees from Sindh to the 
Doab, unknowingly marries there the girl who had been evacuated by her parents from 
Sindh, flees again to Indonesia, and on his return to the mainland, meets her again in 
Banaras. In this tale of the blind workings of fate there is no clear indication whether 
it was the fate predicted by the seer which pursued him, or rather that the prediction 
itself had become fate. But in the counter-tale of the student, describing a solemnly 
sworn alliance between two merchants who predestine the marriage of their yet unborn 
children, it is perfectly clear that it was their word which was the actual fate, circum- 
vented only with the greatest of efforts. It is, obviously, the old idea of the inherent 
efficacy of the solemnly or ritually uttered word; though in a gradually lesser degree, 
the man who has given his word has subjected himself to the power of his word, which, 
once spoken, is irrevocable because it is no longer within his control, just as the dis- 
comfited sage who has too rashly cursed an offender must confess himself unable to 
change the autonomous operation of the power thus let loose, though by a new word 
he may be able to decree how this power will be spent and the curse terminated. This 
notion of the inherent efficacy of the solemn word, however unfamiliar to us (in spite 
of the invariably quoted, and misquoted, passage John I: 1), is of fundamental im- 
portance at the beginning of Indian philosphy. 

Perseverence and constancy have as their function dependability. The word is 
dhira, describing the poise and mental equilibrium which is the condition of constancy 
and reliability, frequently likened to the repose of the ocean deeps which, in spite of 
minor disturbances at the surface, remain largely unperturbed. Thus it is synonymous 
with wisdom as expressed in action, and the qualification of gambhira ‘deep’ denotes 
less the penetration of a man’s intelligence than the profundity of his imperturb- 
ability. 

This profundity is also articulated as the hero’s capacity of relinquishment. This 
renunciation is celebrated in many stories. It may be a brigand’s relinquishment of a 
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stray girl (lost property which, when found, will not be claimed by the owner) as in 
one of the Vampire’s Tales and in Apaharavarman’s story; it may also be the ultimate 
relinquishment of the Bodhisattva who renounces the Buddahood, which is within 
his grasp, to do good to his fellow beings by acts of great sacrifice. Compassion often 
inspires this renunciation in favor of others, but this compassion is not a momentary 
emotion aroused by incidental encounters. It is the corollary of the saint’s own sense 
of relinquishment and not rarely it has an admixture of contempt for the beneficiaries 
of his renunciation. In one of the Vampire’s Tales a little boy sacrifices himself for the 
king of his country; for the author and his audience the nobility of the gesture does 
not lie in the other-directed emotions that inspire it, but in the self-directed merit of 
the action: it is primarily to add this merit to the balance that is carried forward from 
life to life, and the boy is quite explicit in his contempt for the motivations of those 
who are involved in his self-sacrifice. To the maniacal self-renunciation of the great 
sages of the epic, Buddhism may have added an element of compassion, but one feels 
that it is this renunciation itself as the means to a person’s higher purposes which is 
fundamental, not the benefit of others. 

As sketched, the hero’s character seems designed for purposeful action; naturally, 
one would say, for a story lives by its action. Still in the Indian hero there is an instinct 
deliberation and a pinpointed concentration of purpose not easily matched by the 
stories of other cultures. Moreover, the range of his action is unlimited. And it is in 
the infinite capacity of the persevering man that we find the most characteristic theme 
both of Indian thought on its highest levels and of the Indian tale on a more worldly 
plane. What I should like to note as the most characteristically Indian type of tales of 
the Indian culture is the Vidyadhara story. This is not just a subjective selection from 
a wide choice of story types which the literature offers; it is proved to be character- 
istically, and therefore inalienably, Indian by its peculiar failure to migrate. A stupen- 
dous amount of work and erudition has been bestowed by scholars on the study of 
tales migrating from India to other cultures, but rarely, if at all, has the question been 
raised why certain tales, popular and widely distributed in the homeland, either were 
not exported or failed to make good elsewhere. The Vidyadhara tale tried to migrate, we 
have evidence for that, into Muslin territory, but failed signally. And it is clear why. 

The Vidyadhara is one of the most interesting of the twenty-odd different kinds of 
supernatural beings that occur in the story literature. For unlike any other god, deity, 
vampire or hobgoblin, the Vidyadhara is originally a man. Though his affinity with 
other celestial beings, like the Gandharvas, has occasioned a similar mythology of a 
race of Vidyadharas created by Siva, with a king in control, definitely localized cities, 
etc., there can be no real doubt that the Vidyadhara represents man become superman 
by virtue of his knowledge. By his own efforts and through the proper science man can 
become a Vidyadhara, not through the usual promotion from life to life through which 
an occasional human soul may aspire to become a god for a while, but instantaneously, 
during this very life. 

The word means ‘possessor of science,’ science being virtually synonymous with 
magic. For the science that makes a man a superman is the knowledge of the appropriate 
formulae and spells that give him entire control over his destiny and allow him to 
transcend his human limitations. There is no doubt that the figure of the Vidyadhara 
has been patterned on the aspirant to liberation; for the common man in any case and, 
we may presume, for many practitioners, the main requirement to gain entrance to that 
yonder world of liberation which, transcending the old heaven, immediately assumed 
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the attributes of the old heaven in the popular mind, was the mere knowledge of the 
secret formulae upon which the Brahmans of old had based their ascendancy over 
world and afterworld. It is related as much to the mysticism of a higher order, yoga in 
its different applications (which itself has many magical trappings), as to the black arts 
of the necromancer. In the Vampire’s Tales an aspirant to the state of Vidyadhara 
arranged an elaborate black paja@ and ritual offering terminating in a human sacrifice 
meant to gain control of the corpse-spirit Vetala. Elsewhere the preliminaries involve 
the ripping out of an unborn child. The character of the Vidyadhara shares the dual 
characteristics of its origination: it is a benevolent, artistic and amorous spirit, but 
also a boon companion of demons and goblins and a bogy with which small children 
are frightened. 

The Vidyadhara as the apotheosis of the ideal hero is largely confined to the popular 
domain where a complete literature has sprung up around him which has been styled 
bourgeois. His great vehicle is the famous Brhatkatha, the “Great Storybook,” a 
dialectic composition from the first half of the first millennium A.D., ascribed to a 
Gunadhya, now lost in the original but surviving in several Sanskrit reproductions 
from which Lacéte’ in an excellent study has authoritatively attempted to describe 
and, to some extent, reconstruct the original. Later literature shows that this book was 
considered the book of the Vidyadhara par excellence, but there were many other 
Vidyadhara tales which were incorporated in the KaSmirian recension of the 
Brhatkatha, best known from Somadeva’s eleventh century work Kathdsaritsagara, 
the ‘Ocean of Story.’ 

Man’s attaining the position of a Vidyadhara is, in most tales, the reward of great 
and persistent efforts. The idea very evidently is that man can work himself up to that 
celestial status, though it remains reserved for the very few, just as the attainment of 
release, by its severe demands upon capacity and effort, remains closed to the many. 
The pleasures of his high status are hardly novel and reflect disarmingly the common 
ambitions of the average person: an infinite capacity of gratifying an amorous nature; 
the ability to escape gloriously and take to the air as an aerial spirit, fast as thought, 
snatching occasionally an unsuspecting princess; a regal residence in vast terraced 
palaces with golden and gem studded walls where hosts of attendants wait on the hero, 
recumbent on a gem encrusted couch, with the choicest banquets; a talent for music 
and song; and lastly a celestial bride of unsurpassed beauty and accomplishments. 

The very human aspirations of which the Vidyadhara is the incarnate fulfilment 
should, however, not make us forget that the man who has attained this position has 
transcended his human limitations in a very real sense; and it is this very same belief in 
man’s capacity to overcome his human condition which is at the foundation of Indian 
thinking, however the pleasures attendant upon the transcension may be described. 
The extent to which this type of tale, of a human being passing to a higher super- 
human state of being through his own efforts, is culturally determined is illustrated by 
the reception it found in Islamic culture. 

In the Kathasaritsagara we find a small cycle of Vidyadhara stories built around the 
narrative of Saktideva and the City of Gold. The story is that a certain princess 
announces that she will marry only a man (Brahman or nobleman, adds the class 
conscious compiler) who has seen or visited the City of Gold. Proclamations are made 
but nobody puts forward his claim, until a bankrupt gambler, who has nothing to 
lose, Saktideva, tries to risk it and claims falsely that he knows the city. His ignorance 
is exposed and the hero vows that he will prove his word and find the city. He sets 
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out on a veritable odyssey which leads him from hermitage to remote hermitage, those 
traditional clearing houses of travelers’ reports, and is directed to the ocean. He sets 
sail with a merchant, but the ship founders, and the hero is swallowed by a fish which 
is caught off a distant island, and set free. The king promises his help and takes him in 
a small craft to a festival where pilgrims from all corners of the archipelago assemble: 
someone may know the city. In the middle of the ocean the hero sees a divine tree 
rise from the surface and the craft is pulled to a maelstrom at the foot of the tree. 
While ship and skipper are dragged to the Mare’s Head fire at the bottom of the mael- 
strom, the hero saves himself in the tree. A swarm of giant birds comes home to 
roost, and when one of them announces that it will fly to the City of Gold on the 
next day, the hero hides between its feathers and is thus transported to his goal. He 
is welcomed and entertained by a Vidyadhara girl with whom he lives in anticipated 
wedlock, until the girl tells him that she will be absent for a short while and warns him 
not to enter the middle story of the palace. Curious, the hero cannot help himself 
and entering the middle story finds in a room the dead body of the princess of his 
home town. In adjacent rooms two more bodies of beautiful damsels are found. Wonder- 
ingly, the hero walks out to the balcony, and looks down on a pond in a garden where 
a riderless saddled horse stands waiting. The hero descends to mount the horse but 
is kicked into the pond from which he emerges in his home town. He makes good his 
claim to the princess that he knows the City of Gold, only to see the girl drop dead 
after a reassuring promise of eventual reunion. The hero starts once more and finally, 
after many adventures, reaches the City of Gold, marries the princess and the other girl 
as well as the meanwhile revivified bodies, and at last is transformed into a Vidyadhara. 

There are other stories which clearly derive from a common basis. The seventh 
Vampire’s Tale has a hero who, sailing to Ceylon, sees a flagpole rise from the surface 
of the ocean. His ship founders but he dives after the sinking flagpole to find himself 
in a temple of the goddess in a submarine city. He meets a celestial girl who, while 
pretending to welcome him, has him bathe in a pond from which he emerges in his 
home town. The king, indebted to him, lends his assistance and together they repeat 
the journey to the submarine city and the girl, where the hero finally marries her. 

In the twelfth Vampire’s Tale, a king’s councillor, on his way to Sumatra, sees a 
celestial tree rise from the surface of the ocean. A beautiful girl in the tree sings a 
song of fate. Back home the councillor tells the king his adventure and the king falls 
in love with the idea of the girl, repeats the same journey, dives after the sinking tree, 
finds, and marries the girl. Then his bride tells him that she must go away for a few days 
and warns him not to enter the Crystal Pavillion, where is a magic pond which trans- 
ports a man back to his homeland. The king embraces his bride, jumps in the pond with 
her, to emerge in his kingdom. The woman, really a Vidyadhari, appears now to have 
lost her knowledge, and remains. 

It is clear that the last story is built on (the originals of) the other two, of which 
the principal characteristic is that a man finds a celestial woman in an only magically 
accessible city, loses her through a horse and/or a magic pond, but returns, and on his 
return becomes a Vidyadhara, wedding the girl and reigning in her city. This story, 
with numerous elements that are unmistakably identical both in content and sequence 
with those in the Indian stories, has migrated to Muslim territory. We find it in at 
least three related forms, twice in the Arabian Nights, that is, in the Third Qalander’s 
Tale (16th night) and the fourteenth tale of the Sindibadnama (588th-5grst nights),? 
and once in a Persian tale, the first story of the Three Dervishes.* 
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The third Qalander, ‘Ajib ibn Khasib, after many other adventures, arrives at 
a palace with curious residents: an old shaikh and ten youths all blind in one eye. At 
a set hour the youths cover their heads with ashes and begin mourning. ‘Ajib is urged 
not to inquire into their curious behavior, but at last he persuades them to tell him. 
Reluctantly they sew him in a ram’s skin, the lump is snatched up by a giant bird who 
leaves him on a mountain near a beautiful palace where forty damsels welcome him. 
He lives there for a year in great joy, but at the end of the year the girls announce 
that they have to absent themselves for forty days. He is urged to make himself at 
home in the meantime, to enter forty doors that open on entertaining scenes, but under 
no condition to open one golden door. He cannot help himself, and enters the forbidden 
chamber where he finds a black horse with a golden saddle. He mounts the horse, but 
it does not stir until he kicks it with his heel and finally strikes it with a dagger. Then 
the horse opens its wings, soars up in the skies and finally alights on the roof of another 
palace. When the hero dismounts, the horse flicks its tail and strikes out his eye. 
Tumbling into the palace ‘Ajib finds the shatkh and the ten one-eyed youths, who © 
expel him. He spends his life mourning. 

The other Arabian story has a similar unhappy ending, and so has the Persian one. 
In the latter, a jeweler’s son, who sings entrancingly on his roof, is kidnapped by a 
giant bird who brings him to a palace inhabited by birds. At a set hour the birds are 
transformed into a fairy princess and her attendants. The hero falls in love, but after 
having been entertained for several days, receives on a certain day a resounding blow 
from his beloved, which transports him back to the roof of his dwelling. 

It is clear what has happened to the original from which the three related Muslim 
stories have descended. Crossing from one culture granting the ability of man to rise 
from the limitations of his manhood to a higher condition described in the secular 
stories as semi-divine, into another culture with a religion whose first article of faith 
is that there is no other god than God, that human beings can never transcend their 
humanity, and are able to reach salvation not through their own efforts but only by 
destiny, the original tale was so adjusted to the new environment in which it ventured 
so as to lose its entire point. The point of the Indian story is that after an initial failure 
which sets the hero back to his starting point, because as yet he has not earned the 
position that would permit his success, the hero once again sets out on the same journey 
and now succeeds by transforming himself, or earning an automatic transformation, 
into a being of higher order. At the exact point where the Indian story describes the 
return of the hero, Islam made a cut.‘ There is no god but God, and the Muslim hero 
who never tires of extolling the deity spends his life mourning over a lost paradise 
which he is forbidden to regain. 


NOTES 


1 Félix Lacéte, Essai sur Gunadhya et la Brhatkathé (Paris, 1908). 

2 “Alf Laila wa Laila” in the Macnaghten edition. 

§ Reuben Levy, The Three Dervishes (Oxford, 1923). 

“We must add that in Kathasaritsigara 108, 52-56, elements of the Saktideva story are used 
in a story of a hero who lives some time with a witch and loses her through the kick of a horse 
in a forbidden “middle storey.” There is no return, the hero attaining siddhi in a different man- 
ner. However, it is out of the question that it was this abbreviated and incomplete episode which 
originated the Muslim versions. 
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ORAL POETS OF SOUTH INDIA— 
THE TODAS 
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is memorable speech placed on record.” Much discussion and expansion 

would be required to make this a really serviceable definition—e.g. what are 
to be the criteria of “memorability.” But, for our purpose, the critic Quiller-Couch 
has said something useful in his identification of two factors: the speech, which is 
primary, and the placing on record, which is secondary, but which has provided 
literature with its name. 

The student of the earliest literary works of our Western culture, those of Greece, 
soon learns that not all of them are literature in the strict sense. The Homeric poems 
are not works that were composed with the aid of writing materials. They bear within 
themselves very patently the marks of oral composition and recitation, and the Greek 
traditions about them are hardly intelligible on any other interpretation. European 
poetry, however, soon exchanged oral composition for that based on the use of writing 
materials, and our literatures in the Western world are to the present day predicated 
in an extraordinarily intimate fashion on this newer technique and its consequences. 
So much is this so, that for many scholars over many centuries the implications of 
oral composition for the understanding of Homer were forgotten. Not all had been 
oblivious, to be sure—one need mention only Gilbert Murray and the Chadwicks to 
refute that—but there was a need for some new impulse to make the matter vivid 
enough to be vital in Homeric studies. This new impulse was external and analogous, 
as it turned out. An American classical scholar originally of the University of California, 
Milman Parry, knew well enough the method of composition of the Homeric poems 
and knew too that there existed in the modern world and in a geographical area not 
far removed from Greece an oral epic. In the comparatively peaceful period between 
the two World Wars he went to Yugoslavia and in the mountains of the southern part 
of that country and of Albania he recorded and investigated the South Slav epic. He 
and his collaborators and pupils found there a technique remarkably similar in many 
details to that which had been postulated for Homer. It was possible to go on and to 
apply profitably to Homeric interpretation other details of the technique of the South 
Slav epic singers. Much of the needed reexamining of several of these literatures based 
on oral composition has been done by Maurice Bowra in his masterly and suggestive 
book Heroic Poetry, which was published in 1952. His title shows how he has restricted 
himself to one of the genres that he persuasively distinguishes, namely the heroic epic, 
whether Homeric Greek, Mesopotamian and Hittite, Old Germanic and Old Romance, 
or South Slav, East European, Uzbek, Yakut, or Ainu. Other genres still require 
detailed treatment of the same kind; several of these will be referred to in what follows. 
But we must gratefully say that very much of Bowra’s treatment of the oral technique 
applics just as well, mutatis mutandis, to some other genres as it does to the heroic epic. 


| CRITIC of English literature? once wrote that literature, “simply defined, 
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Other oral literatures have long been known. In fact, it has been clearly recognized 
that, in the long millennia of human life before the comparatively recent times when 
writing became commonplace, all memorable speech, or literature, if it may be called 
such for lack of a better term, was composed orally and transmitted orally, without 
benefit of writing. When writing was beginning, some of this oral literature was re- 
corded, as we believe happened with Homer. The problem for literary scholars has 
been to distinguish in the oldest records what was written down from the mouths of 
oral composers and what was composed on paper (or cuneiform bricks, or palmleaves, 
or birchbark, or whatnot) in imitation of oral composition. That the latter happened we 
know—witness the Hellenistic Greek epic and its Latin successor. This must certainly 
be a problem in dealing with such Hebrew literature as the Psalms of David and the 
prophetic books of the Old Testament. It is likewise a problem in dealing with the 
old Germanic literatures—those of Iceland, the earliest Anglo-Saxons, the speakers of 
Old High German—or with the poetic literatures in the oldest stages of the Romance 
languages, e.g., that of Provence and that centering around the song of Roland. 

To mention a literary corpus which is closer to the subject of this symposium than 
is Homer—the problem of oral composition arises in Sanskrit literature at more than 
one point. Old as is writing in the history of the culture of India in its classical form, 
there is literature there that is even older than writing. The Vedas, the oldest religious 
texts of Hinduism, contain in their earliest layers hymns and other ritual utterances, 
the beginning of which can be conservatively placed in the second millennium B.C. 
These texts present clear evidence that they are oral compositions. Perhaps the most 
striking kind of evidence is the extensive repeated use, in the verses, of traditional 
poetic units. Maurice Bloomfield in his intensive study of the phenomenon in the two 
volumes called Rig-Veda Repetitions found that in the Rigvedic collection of over 1000 
hymns, approximately one-fifth of the lines are involved in this repetitive use. He and 
his pupil, Franklin Edgerton, who was my teacher, carried on further studies of this 
repeated material in the whole of the Vedic literature, with profit for the interpreta- 
tion of these texts. The result was the three volumes of Vedic Variants, in the third of 
which I had the honor of collaborating in 1931-32. 

More important than the details is the tradition that the whole immense corpus of 
Vedic literature was both composed and transmitted without any recourse to writing. 
Oral transmission down to the present day by memorization is undoubted—but at the 
same time suspect, since it is clear that there has at times been recourse to good old 
manuscripts to correct corrupted oral tradition. This only illustrates the tenacious 
hold of traditional ways of doing things in India. It does not invalidate the necessity 
of treating the oldest Vedic texts as examples of oral composition before writing was 
usual in India, since this in effect is what the tenaciously held tradition means for us 
in this connection. Our suspicions must lead us to close examination of each text to 
determine, as was said before, what is the record of oral composition and what the 
imitation. The safeguards which the Hindus invented very early against change in 
their holy texts make this determination on the whole easy for the earliest Vedic texts 
and not too difficult even for the latest. 

Another Sanskrit literary corpus that traditionally was both composed and trans- 
mitted orally is the epic, consisting of two enormous works, the Mahabharata and the 
Ramayana. The marks of oral composition and of a very early synthesis of numerous 
oral recitations into one unified text are clearly evident in both these epics (as they 
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are in Homer). The tradition of the transmittal of the Mahabharata (and of the 
Ramayaga too) even illustrates the postulate that in a living oral tradition and barring 
special conditions, no two oral recitations of what purports to be the same work are 
identical, but each recitation is a fresh composition. For we are told in the Mahabharata 
itself that its length is not always the same (Book 1, adhyaya 1) and that the text as 
we have it is the third recitation in a succession of famous recitations of different 
lengths. This oral characteristic (which we know very well from Bowra’s work) did 
not come to an end even after the Mahabharata was written down, perhaps in the 
fourth century A.D., perhaps somewhat earlier. The copyists have never ceased to 
add more good, bad, or indifferent passages or stories to their versions when they could 
do so. It is only recognition of the oral technique of composition and its implications 
that makes it possible to deal with the Sanskrit epic in any but the most fumbling way. 
Bowra excluded this enormous corpus from his study as being not strictly heroic epic; 
he said (p. v): “‘a truly heroic foundation is overlaid with much literary and theological 
matter.” But the truth is that the Mahabharata at least, is an amalgam of several 
different genres of oral poetry. One is truly heroic in Bowra’s sense. Another is the 
theological or moralistic oral genre, for which there is much evidence outside the epic— 
in the latest Vedic texts, in the early law books, in the early texts of Buddhism, and 
in many works of later date which draw much from the oral traditions of Hinduism. 
Still another genre, closely related to the last, is that which states in verse form the 
laws, the manners and customs, of Hinduism. Again there is much evidence for an 
oral tradition, probably even a tradition of free oral composition, in this genre. There 
may also be other types of oral composition to be identified as part of the epic combi- 
nation. And in all probability we must recognize that the same composers worked in 


all or most of the techniques. Bowra was really defeated by the complexities of the 
Hindu epic, rather than justified logically in excluding it from his work. 


In 1935, after undergraduate and graduate training that had included study of 
Homer and the Sanskrit epics and Vedas, as well as study of linguistics, I went to India 
to apply my linguistics to several of the non-literary languages of South India. I worked 
first on the Todas of the Nilgiris. They were already very well known to anthro- 
pologists through a lengthy account published by W. H. R. Rivers in 1906. Their 
language, however, though known to be one member of the Dravidian family, was a 
problem, for the solution of which there was only poor and scanty evidence, and indeed 
it turned out to be the most aberrant of the languages of the family and very difficult 
to analyze, both descriptively and comparatively. 

The culture of the Todas is just as divergent from its Indian roots as is their lan- 
guage, because of their long isolation (since the beginning of the Christian era, as I 
think I have now proved) from the general streams of Hindu culture. This isolation 
was produced both by their geographical situation on a lofty, 8000-foot-high plateau 
and by the general framework of the Hindu caste system within which they and their 
few neighbors live. This social framework favors diversity within unity, and on the 
Nilgiri plateau, an area of forty by twenty miles, has allowed four communities to 
live symbiotically, but with four remarkably different cultures and four mutually 
unintelligible languages. 

The linguistic scholar working in the field has perforce to be or become something 
of an anthropologist, so that he may understand what his informants are talking about 
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in the language he is studying. It was no different in my own case. I soon learned much 
about the life of the Todas, some, though very little of it, not already known to Rivers. 
They are a remarkably attractive looking people—even if one makes all allowance for 
a field investigator’s personal preference for his first tribe. They are aware of it—they 
sing that “‘in the Nilgiris live a black-headed people,” referring to their distinctive and 
attractive coiffures; they spend much time over these with the aid of butter, which 
is, alas, all too often rancid and evil smelling. And their neighbors, the Kotas, admit that 
“the Todas are useless, but so beautiful.” In the local caste system of the Nilgiris, the 
Todas rank highest. Small as the community is, numbering approximately 600 people, 
it has a most complex social structure. It is usual within Hindu endogamous castes to 
find subcastes which are also endogamous, i.e., which do not intermarry. So with the 
Todas, who have two nonintermarrying subcastes, one ranked higher than the other. 
Within each subcaste there are a number of exogamous clans; members of a clan may 
not marry each other but must marry members of other clans within the endogamous 
subcaste. The Todas complicate matters by having the members of each subcaste 
completely divided into two different systems of clans, one system on a patrilineal 
basis, the other on a matrilineal basis; each Toda, therefore, belongs to a patrilineal 
clan and to a matrilineal clan and must avoid marriage with two different sets of kin— 
the matrilineal clans were not known to Rivers.? 

This is by no means the end. There are subdivisions of clans, right down to the 
individual family, and all the divisions and subdivisions are identifiable and definable 
in terms of specific functions apart from those connected with marriage. When we 
reach the family, it is prevailingly polyandrous, several brothers having a common 
wife. Paternity of children within a polyandrous family is determined by a ceremony 
during which the pregnant wife is given a toy bow and arrow by one of her husbands; 
he is the socially accepted father of all children born to the woman until the occasion 
arises sometime to change the paternity by having another brother give the bow and 
arrow. The economic side of marriage arrangements is complex. Divorce and regularized 
wife-stealing are possible and even common. Alongside of marriage within the sub- 
caste, there are also socially approved and regularized arrangements between individuals 
of the two subcastes; in theory, each man has a regular sexual partner in the subcaste 
not his own, and so has each woman. It is considered bad manners to mention it if 
a woman’s child looks like her partner in the other subcaste. And besides all these 
regularized arrangements, there are also more casual love affairs. 

The Todas are a community of buffalo herders. All their economic life is based on 
the dairy products of the herds and consequently on the pasture lands. The herds and 
pastures are inherited within the patrilineal clans. Even in the social structure, the 
number of the polyandrous husbands in a family depends on the relation between the 
size of the family’s herd and the number of buffaloes that can be sustained by any one 
clan pasture location; if the herd becomes too large, the brothers must split up to 
utilize two different locations, and each group of brothers then needs a separate wife 
to do the housework. 

The care of the buffaloes has been made the basis of religion. Every item of dairy 
practice is ritualized, from the twice daily milking and churning of butter to the great 
seasonal shifting of pastures, the burning over of the dry pastures, and the giving of 
salt to the herds. Periodical rebuilding of dairies and the ordination of dairymen are 
all occasions for ritual. The holy entities of the religion are the pasture locations with 
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their necessary dairy buildings, pens, calf sheds, streams, and herds. The ritualization 
has been carried to extreme lengths, in the sanctification of locations and the avoidance 
of ceremonial impurity, in ritual practices, and in the accompanying ritual utterances. 
In general the sacred herds (they are not the only herds) belong to the clans of the 
higher subcaste, and the sacred dairymen are drawn from the lower subcaste (it is 
general Hindu practice that Brahmans who are officiant priests of temples are lower 
in rank than those who are not). 

One other conspicuous feature of Toda culture can be mentioned—the funerals. 
Regulations and practices are complicated, and center about the dispatch of the dead 
person to the afterworld with a proper complement of buffaloes, which are slaughtered 
so that they may accompany him on his path. The chase and capture of the buffaloes 
is an opportunity for men to show prowess, and the funeral in general is an opportunity 
for a great gathering in best clothes and for festivity and dancing. 

In this sketch we have not exhausted all the themes of Toda life; we have not even 
attempted to clothe the themes in the elaborate detail that fills so much of Rivers’ 
book. The total impression given by the Todas is that in the course of centuries they 
have produced a culture marked by extreme elaboration of a smallish number of basic 
themes, and that little of the detailed elaboration is not obligatory. There is variation 
possible, to be sure; there are choices and alternatives; but once one theme is chosen 
rather than another, there is little freedom of choice in the way in which the theme is 
carried out in actions and even in utterances. This is a culture of the kind that has been 
called “‘closed.’’* It is so nearly closed, so little open to option or conscious choice 
(“open-ended” is the fashionable word) that it has proved difficult in the last century 
for the Todas to acculturate or to admit any but the most inconsequential changes. 
Once any major theme should go awry because of pressure from outside the group or 
because of a novel preference that is pushed by a strong personality within the group, 
the whole fabric of embroidered detail would disintegrate. This is especially true of 
the economic basis on which so much of Toda culture is founded. The pasture lands 
_ on which their herds depend are coveted by surrounding agriculturalists and have 
been alienated to a small extent to one or another pressure group, the Badaga farmers 
or the English town builders or tea growers. In spite of this, alienation has on the 
whole been sparingly allowed by the local government. But it is instructive that when 
one of the clans (ipkity) lost its nuclear dairy locations, it lost its ritual, its single- 
minded emphasis on pastoralism, and its desire to follow through all the obligations 
and rights that tied it to the unchanged remainder of the tribe. A funeral of a member 
of this clan that I attended was marked by more pugnacious, ill-natured quarreling 
than any other in my experience, and the Todas of this clan hardly seemed in their 
preoccupations or even in their appearance to be Todas any longer. 

It was not long after my work started on the Toda language that I found that the 
utterances of greatest interest to the Todas themselves were their songs, and that here 
was a new example of oral poetry. If I have reverted to study of the Toda songs again 
and again in the last twenty years, it is not only because, as I said before, one has a 
preference for his first tribe, but also because of the intrinsic interest of the songs and 
because there seems always to be something new to say about them.‘ 

Part of my current research is the preparation of over 250 song texts for publication. 
These were recorded from dictation as part of linguistic research that covered a period 
totaling about eight months made up of shorter intervals within a total of three years 
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spent in India. I would leave the Nilgiris at times to work elsewhere, and when I re- 
turned, the accumulation of notable songs composed during my absence would be 
dictated; or, while I worked on another Nilgiri language, Todas would come to me 
once a week or so and would dictate new songs or songs that they remembered. Un- 
fortunately, this was in the times before tape recorders, or in fact before any reason- 
ably good recording apparatus of a portable character, and no records of this kind 
are in my possession, although I hope that tape recordings can be made in the near 
future. It will be only when such recordings are available that work can be done on 
the music of the songs, and I hope that the Todas and their song art will not become 
extinct before this happy event. I am not trained in the requisite type of musicology, 
much to my regret; there are very few who are. My work, then, consisted only in 
taking down at dictation, as if it were prose, the words of the songs. There is perhaps 
the less regret for this, since the singing of songs is only one of two manifestations 
of the Toda art. Identically the same types of words are used also as a shouted ac- 
companiment to the men’s dancing, and although samples of this also should be 
recorded on tape, little would result from it of musicological interest apart from the 
metrical distribution of the words with reference to the dance rhythm. The words on 
these dance occasions are all important, and my records suffice. 

I shall describe the essentials of the verbal structure of the Toda songs, a structure 
that is, as I have said, identical for both the songs as sung and the dance songs. The 
metrical structure is the simplest that I know of in any elaborate poetic art. Each sung 
unit consists of three syllables, which may comprise one or two or three words. This 
is all—no rules of accent, quantity, alliteration, rhyme, or the like, are discoverable. It 
is a syllable-counting meter and nothing more. From this simple beginning, however, 
there is built up a complicated structure on principles other than metrical. Sentences 
consist of from one sung unit to as many as five or six or even seven, with a possibility 
of quite complicated syntax. But, one very striking feature of the structure, no such 
sentence may be uttered without being paired with another sentence exactly parallel 
to it in syntactic structure and in number of units. And the second characteristic 
feature: all the paired units are rigorously dictated within the technique (with only 
the most minor of qualifications, which I shall present later). For example, if a man is 
to be identified by mention of his patrilineal clan, each clan of the higher subcaste 
has a pair of three-syllable names for use in the songs—similarly for many other entities 
that are mentioned in song. On the other hand, many entities are sung of only in 
pairs, e.g. in describing a wife-stealing affair that is settled by discussion before the 
assembly of chief men, there is a song-pair formed by the words for wife (mox) and 
the compensation that is paid to a husband by a man who has stolen his wife (ter): 
ter wid o-tk 65tyiOsik ‘you (pl.) settled compensation for each man’/mox wid o-tk 
kisiOsik ‘you (pl.) made a wife for each man.’ Thorn bushes and fallen stones mark the 
disrepair of a neglected dairy, and are mentioned as a pair: «-zyi@ muf po-nyisik ‘you 
(pl.) cleared the thorns that had grown up’/pid0i0 xas_~—tu-kyigik ‘you (pl.) lifted 
the stones that had fallen.’ Pen bars (to5) and pen posts (#iify) are always mentioned 
together, as are the dairy bell (mogy) and ax (mos), the dairyman-priest’s garment 
(tiimy) and the cane (pet) that he uses to drive the buffaloes. Children and buffalo 
calves are mentioned together, either as the crying child (oryi@ mox) and the bellowing 
calf (kar6i0 xor), or as the child on the lap (moryiS mox) and the calf in the calf pen 
(karis xor). The technique also dictates all the syntactic constructions that may occur 
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on the basis of the paired words and units. There is, in effect, a stereotyped two dimen- 
sional poetic language—the syntactic construction is one dimension, the required 
paired construction the other. One occasional complication is the interweaving of two 
such structures; the two first halves are sung, and then the two second halves. 

The subjects of the songs are a close match for the Toda culture and the interests 
of the Todas. Every event in their lives is likely to be sung about on the spot or im- 
mediately afterwards, either by the participants or bystanders, or by specialists in the 
song technique. A really notable event will become the subject for more than one 
song. Some songs will be remembered for weeks or years or generations, usually because 
the events they commemorate are of sufficient note to come to mind again and again; 
and this, of course, includes the small number of songs that deal with the lives of the 
legendary culture heroes. We do not know much about the history of the song tech- 
nique, but it became clear after a large number of songs had been recorded, that in 
the course of the presumably long development of the technique, every theme in Toda 
culture and every detail of the working out of every theme have been provided with 
one or several set patterns of words and turns of phrase for use in song. We have seen 
that though Toda life is complicated in its patterns, these are limited and rather 
tightly closed. The song technique provides a rich verbification of all Toda life, but 
rich as it is, the basic features that characterize it and that I have sketched out, ensure 
that it also is a limited and tightly closed technique. Its themes, its set pieces, are in part 
covered by the sketch of Toda culture that I have given. Funerals and their accom- 
panying dance-songs and sung laments bulk largest in the record. These rehearse in 
outline the life of the deceased—a man’s marriages and children, his prosperity 
through the increase of his herds, a career as a dairyman-priest who starts as a poor 
servant boy and ends as the owner of many buffaloes after service in many dairies, 
or a man’s repute as a person of wisdom in settling disputes, or whatever else he may 
have been notable for in his lifetime; a woman’s beauty and many husbands, or her 
careful attention to her family’s needs, or her brood of children may be celebrated. 
The provision of the buffaloes to accompany the dead is a matter of emulation as well 
as of dispute, many quarrels occur over them, and the buffaloes figure prominently in 
the funeral songs. Weddings and the wife-stealing or the negotiations that precede 
them are sung about at length. So are other domestic ceremonials, like the giving of 
the bow and arrow to legitimize children, or the ceremonial piercing of the ears if 
it should by chance be delayed until adulthood. The dairy ceremonials of a seasonal 
nature are accompanied by dance-songs, as are the rebuilding and reconsecration of 
a dairy. Love songs are common. There is a popular song that details all the important 
places of the Nilgiris—hills, valleys, streams, villages, etc. Fragments from it, as well 
as many other geographical phrases, are found in most songs. All this geographical 
nomenclature is a verbification of the love for familiar places that is not unknown 
as a subject for poetry in the literatures well-known to us. That this is the Toda emo- 
tion is clear from the song composed by two homesick small girls whose father, 
because of drought, had to pasture his buffaloes away from the familiar places among 
people and places strange to them. 

Given the technique and the interest in the songs, a corollary but perhaps un- 
expected consequence is that every Toda can and does compose songs. The two little 
girls who were homesick did not do it very well, since their knowledge of the technique 
was imperfect. Many adults too have an imperfect mastery of the art. It is surprising, 
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however, how many are competent and how many different names occur in my records 
as composers. The best, of course, are those who work hard at it, and the impression 
that I got was that there were a few men and women who had made a high reputation for 
themselves as singing composers, and that the best composers were those who officiated 
during the dances, since they had to work hardest to acquire a technique that would 
carry them through the fast moving dance without stumbling over what to sing. 

Solo composition is only one of the manners of delivery, and perhaps not the com- 
monest. It must be obvious that with all details of composition closely dictated by 
the technique, duet and choral delivery is always possible. All the performers will 
have a good knowledge of the technique and will know what is being sung about. 
The first unit, even the first syllable of the first unit that is uttered by the chief per- 
former almost always gives a certain clue to the limited possibilities of the two dimen- 
sional structures that he intends to use; a quick intelligence on the part of his accom- 
panists does the rest. In the dances there is usually a chief composer assisted by one 
companion; they shout in unison. If a song is being sung, the composer whistles the 
tune first, and those who sing with him can then accompany him in unison, or he may 
sing the first half of each two dimensional structure and a single accompanist may sing 
the other half antiphonally, or a large group may likewise split up to perform an- 
tiphonally. My impression is that group performances are preferred to solo work. 

A striking feature of all Toda singing is its enigmatic and allusive character. Tradi- 
tionally, no person is identified in song by his or her name. When the song is addressed 
to a person, alive or dead, a buffalo name is used in a vocative form instead of a personal 
name. All the identification that is provided consists of allusion to the patrilineal clan 
membership by means of the paired units that I have mentioned earlier. When the 
song is composed on a public occasion, a funeral, a wedding, or the like, this is sufficient 
for the Todas. They all know exactly who and what is being sung about. If the song 
is sung again on a later occasion, a minimum of explanation is needed. This indirection 
of reference is compounded for the outside observer by the set phraseology. Even in 
a tightly closed culture like that of the Todas, no two events are identical, and the 
fixed song units are not really closely fitted to any actual event, but only to the gen- 
eralized themes of the culture. They are, in fact, counterparts of the ethnologist’s 
abstractions from a number of similar but not identical events within a culture. The 
Toda verbalizations then, like the ethnologist’s generalized descriptions, need much 
comment to point out their relevance to particular manifestations of the cultural 
themes. The relevance, I must emphasize, is not overtly provided in the song words. 
It must be recognized by the audience of the songs, and life-long practice in hearing 
and in composing makes them expert at this. It is this recognition of the relevance of 
old words to the slightly differing recurrence of old themes that in all probability 
stimulates the Todas’ esthetic pleasure in their songs. I should suppose that the greater 
the range of relevances a composer can bring to bear on a particular situation, the more 
he is appreciated as a composer. However, even though the external observer finds 
that all Toda singing is an exercise in the enigmatic, the Todas themselves recognize 
a sub-class of their songs as being particularly enigmatic. These are the love songs. The 
occasions of these are, in general, not a matter of public knowledge, the personae are 
not identified even by mention of their clan membership, and in the outcome no one 
but the composer, his or her beloved, and perhaps their most intimate friends who 
assist in furthering the affair, know what it is all about. These songs are identified by 
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a pair of song units: warity xe-tf, warity font, as “riddling words.”’ This distinction 
is for the Todas, of course, a valid one. For us it is only a matter of degree, and the 
technique as a whole must be characterized as enigmatic and allusive. 

This then is oral poetry, with all the marks that we have learned to recognize as 
characteristic of oral poetry. 

One such mark is that every performance, even of what purports to be the same 
song, is a free composition and that there cannot be two identical performances. This 
has been amply demonstrated in all accounts of modern living oral literatures, it is 
clear within the Vedic corpus, and I have already alluded to it as a tradition about the 
transmission of the Mahabharata that is contained within the frame material of that 
epic itself. The time available for performance will dictate the length of the song, as 
will the interest of the singer or of the audience; or, if one singer’s song is repeated by 
another singer, their differing tastes and capabilities will determine different handling 
of the phraseology. Setpieces will be expanded or cut down, alternative possibilities 
in the choice of formulaic phrases will be adopted, and so on. The subject matter will, 
however, be the same, and usually the overall organization of the song—and the song 
can be said to be the same. And yet the differences between two renditions of the same 
song by the same singer at a long interval may be enormous, as I found when in a 
number of instances I took down the same song twice with an interval between. This 
happened even when very old traditional songs were concerned. The most patent 
instance was that of the song of the homesick girls. A practiced composer overheard 
them, liked the tune, and expanded the words until they satisfied him as a worthy 
effort. I did not record the girls’ version, but I am sure the two versions would hardly 
have been recognizable as the same song, and yet within the Toda rules of the game 
they were the same. 

Another alleged characteristic of oral poetry is concerned with the language. The 
poetical language is often (it has been said, always) different, and often markedly so, 
from the vernacular of the singer. This needs no demonstration to be evident to the 
student of Homer. The dialect of the Homeric poems is not merely different from the 
everyday dialect of all Homeric singers, no matter what their vernacular; it is clear 
that it could never, in the form in which we see it, have been the vernacular of any- 
one at all, because of historical accidents in the transmission of the technique. Bowra 
was content to mention this, and to add a little about similar situations in some of the 
other poetries that he treated. It might have been discussed by him at greater length, 
but he probably was justified in his sketchy treatment, first by the limitations of his 
linguistic training (no one is well enough at home in twenty-five or more languages 
to produce a comparative treatment of the desired detailed kind), and secondly, by 
the danger of exhausting the interest of his audience. I shall take my cue from him, 
and merely say that the Toda poetic language is different from the everyday language. 
I cannot go into details, nor do I know the answers to all questions that arise. The syn- 
tax of the songs is looser than in the colloquial, perhaps as a function of the formulaic 
nature and the metrically defined shortness of the song units. The morphology, es- 
pecially of the verb, is different, whether more archaic or merely a contrived difference 
I cannot yet say. In a few points, by comparison with related languages, it has been 
possible to identify archaisms of morphology or of vocabulary. But at the same time, 
by the same method it is possible to identify very numerous borrowings from the 
language of the neighboring Badagas, who have been in the Nilgiris for roughly five 
centuries, and whose song technique, if they have one, is quite unknown for purposes 
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of comparison. Much detailed study is still necessary before it will be possible to make 
useful generalizations about this matter of language. It suffices to note that Toda 
poetry does agree with other oral poetries in using a language that has features dif- 
ferentiating it from the language of everyday life. But I should add the proviso that 
this is true of all poetry, oral or written; it is part of the definition (or rather of some 
definitions) of poetry that something of the sort should be so. We do not yet really 
know all the criteria that distinguish the two varieties of poetry. 

The last mark of oral poetry that I shall mention is the use of fixed phraseology 
that has been studied so extensively and profitably in Homer, the Vedas and Sanskrit 
epics, and the South Slav epics. I have met it also in the songs which the Coorgs com- 
pose at harvest festivals and on other religious occasions. They also live in South India, 
in the mountains between the Malabar coast and Mysore state. Their technique is 
very different from that of the Todas, and if there is a historical connection between 
the two, it can be only of the most remote nature. I must say no more about their 
songs, interesting as they are. The Toda technique is of extreme interest in this matter 
of fixed phraseology, since it seems to and actually does operate almost completely 
with formulaic language, as does no other oral composition that we know of so far. 
The corpus that I am operating with consists of roughly 10,000 or 11,000 couplets, 
i.e., two dimensional structures, and I doubt whether in this sizeable body of material 
there is found any paired song unit which does not recur at least once. Most paired 
units recur again and again. Certainly this almost complete failure to use unique units 
is not characteristic of any other of the oral poetries that I have mentioned. Each of 
them, moreover, except the Coorg material, exceeds my Toda corpus in volume by 
anything from two to ten or a great many more times. The unique repetitiousness of 
the Toda songs is not to be explained away by the relative proportions of the material 
examined. The Toda technique is really virtually a closed one, as none of the others is. 
Bowra, in examining various heroic poetries, found (p. 233) that the Homeric language 
comes closest to this. I quote a small part of what he has to say: 


In the first twenty-five lines of the I/iad there are at least twenty-five formulae of one kind 
or another, and in the first twenty-five lines of the Odyssey there are about thirty-three. 
Nor are these passages exceptional; they give a fair sample of how the poems are composed. 
There is hardly a passage in either poem in which there are not many small formulae, while 
about a third of each poem consists of lines and blocks of lines repeated elsewhere . . . . It is 
clear that the formula plays a more important part in ancient Greek heroic poetry than in 
any oral poetry which we have examined ... . It is present equally in the machinery of 
narrative and in the highest flights of poetry, though here it is managed with uncommon 
tact and seldom makes itself noticeable. Homer clearly derives his art from a powerful tradition 
which has worked out formulae for almost every occasion, and his task was to make good 
use of them. 


So Bowra on Homer. If my findings for Toda poetry are correct in this respect, as 
I feel sure they are, it exceeds even Homer. 

Can there be no broadening of the Toda technique in this matter? The answer is 
certainly yes. One of the composers, during the period that I was observing, boasted 
repeatedly that he was innovating by introducing the names of persons into his songs, 
and lamented that it was not catching on. If he was correct in claiming this as his 
own invention, it was certainly being used by others also in imitation of him, in spite 
of his lament. If he was incorrect in his claim, at least the use of personal names must 
have been so infrequent before him that this was for all practical purposes an innovation. 
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For our present purpose it means of course an expansion of the permissible phraseology. 
Occasionally the provision of a paired unit for a name was clever, e.g. the name of the 
boy, Pityfo-to-w, has pify ‘silver’ as its first element; the paired unit in a song was 
Pinfo-to-w, in which the first element is pin ‘gold.’ 

I repeatedly inquired whether there were any new song units in songs that were 
being dictated to me, and seldom was told that there were. Those few that were identi- 
fied as such were usually not impressive. They are indications, however, that the for- 
mulaic language is still being added to, if only very slowly. I must admit, however, 
that this impression of slowness is only to be expected from inspection of a selection 
of the songs composed over the short period of three years. Innovation must have 
gone on steadily in the past, but at what rate or rates we cannot hope to know. When 
the English first came to the Nilgiris, new phraseology was certainly added so that they 
and some of their innovations in Nilgiri life could be sung about. And the total of 
the poetical language could only have been achieved by such a process. But it still 
remains true, I think, that this technique is, of all that have been examined carefully 
so far, the one most formulaic in character. 

Having treated Toda poetry as typically oral composition, it remains to ask whether 
it fits into the typology of oral poetry offered by the Chadwicks in their voluminous 
work The Origin of Literature. They have set up a category of personal or occasional 
poetry, which, as they exemplify it, is certainly the one into which Toda poetry fits. 
They find it, as they say, “probably everywhere,” and they cite notable examples of ex- 
tempore topical poetry among the Kirghiz Tatars, the Polynesians, and various East 
African communities, including Yoruba, Galla, and the Amhara of Abyssinia. Un- 
fortunately, the Chadwick book does not discuss this type at sufficient length, prob- 
ably because there is not on record a sufficient body of authentic material. Perhaps 
when the Toda corpus is published and a few others similar in content, it will be possible 
for some scholar to give us a treatment of this type parallel to Bowra’s book on the 
heroic epic, and to show fully its role as a type of lyric poetry. 

I cannot close without a slight discussion of values. What part does their poetry 
play in the life of the Todas, and what are their attitudes towards it? Can we justly 
and fruitfully examine it in a wider, more universal frame of reference? 

I have already said something about the occasions for songs, and need only repeat 
that all the events of Toda life seem to be the subjects of song and that there is a tend- 
ency for every event of note to be celebrated on the spot. This is in truth an occasional 
poetry. It is so intimately connected, however, with all Toda life that its character 
is very different from that of the verses written by a poet laureate to celebrate a 
coronation or whatever other state occasion is so celebrated. Every Toda can be his 
own poet laureate. No event is complete without its accompanying song or shower of 
songs. No action is perfect without its highly stylized verbal accompaniment in the 
traditional terms that praise, blame, or merely comment. Few past actions of note are 
remembered without a notable comment in song being remembered and recomposed. 
Most cultures are given to discussion of events after they have happened. Few can 
be so given to highly formalized statements about past events, or can have the directions 
of discussion so tightly controlled as they would seem to be among the Todas, for whom 
the judgments on events are so rigorously channeled into traditional phraseology. If 
the culture is as nearly closed as I have said earlier, one of the factors making for this 
situation, perhaps only a minor one but still worth identifying as such, is, in all prob- 
ability, the role that the songs fill as a censor. This is the judgment of an external 
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observer, and I have nothing in my record of Toda utterances to back it up. It is a 
matter worth futher investigation. 

Certainly the songs are an esthetic factor of importance in the Todas’ lives. They 
draw from them tremendous pleasure. Bowra commented on the heroic singers (p. 29): 
“The poet wishes not to instruct but to delight his audience.” And this is true too of 
the Toda lyricists, with the corollary that they delight themselves as well. No one can 
watch the dance song composers without recognizing this: the rapidly circling, shouting 
ring of dancers, the flashing teeth and thrown back heads of the composer and his 
accompanists, their eyes gleaming with the excitement of the words they are uttering, 
are warrants for this conclusion. On occasion my interpreter came to me in the morning 
still excited by the virtuosity of the composers at the funeral dances of the previous 
day, and all agog to dictate the dance songs to me. And I have found them equally 
exciting, though this is perhaps not fair evidence, since I was affected also by my own 
scholarly excitement as an observer. 

I should add that when songs are sung, another esthetic factor is involved, that 
of the music, with which I could not deal. I was told, however, that ideally every new 
song that is sung should have a new tune. One composer went so far as to tell me that 
only the tunes matter; anyone can compose the words. This is a statement that must 
be taken into account in judging the total zsthetic effect. But he was being very one- 
sided. The verbal utterances that are common to the sung compositions and the dances 
are unquestionably an important element in both. They add an esthetic moment to 
the tunes of the one and the dance movement of the other. This moment is surely the 
combined effect in the song words of the social comment and the noncolloquial language 
in which it is phrased. 

Can we find in these songs poetical values which make them worth notice in a 
world survey of literatures? I am no expert in these matters, but I should attempt what 
I can, since no one else is likely to examine Toda poetry very intensively for a while. 

It is especially difficult to discuss the matter, since there have been so many differing 
definitions of poetry. Leaving aside all others, it is perhaps useful, with some of the 
Hindu poets and critics, and occasionally with Western critics, to think of poetry as 
marked by “suggestion,” which is fitted “to move by words unspoken,””® by impli- 
cations. Toda poetry, with its enigmatic-allusive technique, might seem to possess 
this characteristic. And in a way, I think, it does. As the Hindu critics developed the 
theory, the suggestion is one of an emotion which is to be communicated to an audience, 
not by a bald statement of the emotion, but by suitable statement of all the factors 
and the accompanying situations that produce the emotion. This the Toda words 
are fitted to do, if the emotion is taken to be one of a range that includes social values 
as well as the individual’s private emotions. The panegyric for a dead man suggests, 
by stereotyped, but noncolloquial statements about his buffaloes and the disputes that 
he settled, that he was a person of consequence in the community. This, I think, is 
poetical suggestion. But the Toda range is limited, and its suggestion is, as we have 
seen, so imprecise and so stereotyped and inflexible, that this poetry cannot with 
any justice be ranked high in a universal scale. 

Toda poetry, with its insistence on the single situation spoken of in terms of a 
generalization of Toda cultural themes, hardly allows of generalization into universal 
human terms, But can we expect more than a minimum of this in any nationally or 
geographically delimited culture, even if it is carried by millions rather than by a 
few hundreds of people? European literature at times attempts to generalize for all 
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European experience, but does not always succeed. And its results are seldom applicable 
to the Chinese, or to the Australian tribesman, except in the most minimal way. Toda 
poetry does not attempt it. If the Englishman or the visiting anthropological linguist 
has to be sung about, he is treated in Toda terms—he is living away from his familiar 
places, as were the homesick girls; he knows the clan buffaloes, as does the Toda clans- 
man; and so on. Occasionally something better may be achieved, by reuse of those 
traditional phrases that allow it. The breakers of the ocean, seen by two Todas at a 
distant place of pilgrimage, were poetically sung about by a transfer of the language 
applicable to the rapids of the Nilgiri rivers and to the driving monsoon: i xémo-s 
pa-we Owilg pisxwiBin ‘one wave beats like the rapids of the river’ i fitymo-s kwa-re 
60+ 5t pisxwiin ‘one wave beats like gusts of monsoon rain and wind.’ One Christian 
Toda composer succeeded in adapting the old song units to the theme of the Benedicte 
in his prayerbook (‘‘O all ye works of the Lord, bless ye the Lord; praise him and 
magnify him forever’’); the result had values which I venture to think approached 
universality. But these values were won by acculturation, and could hardly have 
emerged unprompted from Toda culture as such. 

We must come to the conclusion that the Todas in their poetry aim neither at 
universality nor at the poet’s individual expression of his own psyche. The technique, 
as it has been evolved, has as its aim a generalization of all that makes the Todas Todas. 
They are a peculiar, even a self-consciously peculiar, people, as befits a segment at the 
top of a local caste system of the Hindu type. There is in their world view no urge to 
universalize the themes of their culture and the verbal expression of them. At the same 
time there is no urge towards self-expression; it is, in fact, an urge that would be out 
of place and might even be divisive in the closed culture of a small community. Their 
poetry then is strictly a miniature and provincial, even parochial, art with many 
limitations. But it has no obnoxious features and has numerous esthetically pleasing 
ones both for its practitioners and for the external observer. For the Todas it is an 
enrichment of every facet of their experience, and an art that produces such abundant 
achievement deserves respect and admiration. As an expression of the values and emo- 
tions of a culture in memorable speech, it is poetry.® 
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THE FORMS OF COMMUNICATION IN 
VIRASAIVA RELIGION 


By Witt1am McCorMack 


the ViraSaivas are transmitted and to use a classification in this description 

which can be reproduced for all ViraSaivas and for other sectarian religions in 
South India. The classification to be used allows a two-fold categorization of the forms 
of communication as “old” or “new.” The dividing line between old and new in this 
classification is the year 1900 plus or minus twenty years. A type of religious communi- 
cation in vogue before 1880 will fall into the old or traditional category, while the 
fashions for communicating the ViraSaiva creed which have become important after 
1920 are included in the modern category. The traditional forms of communication 
to be discussed here will be the following: life cycle rites, folksong, purama and similar 
recitations, and religious fair. The modern forms will include the following: printed 
publications, drama-radio-cinema, and cultural development including boys’ and 
women’s clubs, free boarding for students, and the singing of preachings (vacana) of 
ViraSaiva saints in the style of classical Indian music. The modern and traditional 
media will be compared briefly in the concluding section in order to illustrate the 
possible use of the classification to establish trends in the communication of the 
Virafaiva religion. 

The ViraSaiva or Lingayat sect constitutes the majority of the Kannada speaking 
class of peasants and traders, ViraSaivas forming something more than twenty percent 
of the nineteen million-odd speakers of this Dravidian language. Lingayats are con- 
centrated in their greatest strength in Dharwar, Belgaum, and Bijapur districts, 
where they account for about thirty-five and a half percent of the population. The 
two principal castes of the Liigayat sect are everywhere the Jangams, or priests, and 
the Banajigas, or traders. They are thus one of the largest of the groups which have 
a distinctive bhakti religion in India. Their philosophy of devotion to a single God, 
Siva, whom the Virafaivas link with the driving force of the universe, and the signi- 
ficance of ViraSaiva life cycle rites for the symbolic expression of this religious con- 
ception has been unusually difficult for non-Viraaivas to grasp. One reason for the 
failure of outsiders to understand this religion may be that the important literature 
of the sect was written in the Kannada language, rather than in the traditional medium 
which was created for religious thought in India, the Sanskrit language. 

Life cycle rites. The life cycle rites of the ViraSaivas are religious performances 
which serve the principal function of marking changes in the status of individuals, 
but they also serve to dramatize the three cornerstones of the ViraSaiva faith. These 
are the worship of the guru, or religious preceptor, of the /iigam, the visible symbol 
of Siva, and of the Jangam, the visible human incarnation of Siva. During worship, 
the guru and the Jangam, that is, respectively, the family religious advisor and a man 


Te goal of this paper is to describe the means by which the religious ideas of 
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who has the hereditary right to be worshipped as an earthly embodiment of Siva, are 
represented by one and the same person. Lingam, which is the symbol of Siva’s su- 
premacy and of the potentiality of the ViraSaiva’s soul to attain fusion (aikya) with 

iva, is represented at the time of worship by the personal /iigams of the guru and of 
the ViraSaiva devotees. The wearing of the /ingam (lingadharage) is the external sign 
of membership in the ViraSaiva or Lingayat sect, and it is worn by men, women, and 
children. The personal /iigam is a small replica in soft stone of the familiar Sivling in 
temples, and it is covered over with a black substance which hardens so that the whole 
resembles a robin’s egg in shape and size. There are styles of wearing the /iigam, but 
commonly it is placed in a silver case which is suspended from the neck by a cord 
(Sivadhara) to slightly above belt level. 

It is common for ViraSaivas to perform ten ceremonies to mark the changes in a 
woman’s life, while eight ceremonies suffice for men. The tenet of the sect that these 
ceremonies should be conducted by a Jafgam and not by a Brahman is followed. The 
following are the life cycle ceremonies which are observed for men: birth, naming, 
initiation to adult religious status, marriage, first consummation of marriage, death, 
and first memorial day. These ceremonies are also performed for women, and added 
to these are the ritual observances of first menstruation and first pregnancy. The family 
guru, or Jangam, is not called to the house for the ceremony which marks the first 
consummation of marriage, but he is consulted for astrological advice at this time. 

Worshipping the feet of the guru, or Jahgam, with water is a prominent feature 
in ViraSaiva rituals, and this worship symbolizes both the fusion of guru and devotee, 
and the fusion, or oneness, of the guru-Jahgam with Siva. The water which is used in 
this worship is believed to have been consecrated through contact with Siva, as in 
the more familiar case when water which has been poured over a temple /ingam is 
believed to have been consecrated by God. When the devotee uses the water that is 
consecrated by contact with the guru in worshipping his personal /igam, it is believed 
that during the time of worshipping his /ingam the devotee attains the status of guru, 
or of oneness with Siva. At marriages the feet of the officiating Jafgam are not wor- 
shipped as part of the wedding ritual; rather the feet of the bridal couple, who are 
regarded at that time to be embodiments of Parvati and Siva, are worshipped. The 
guru-Jangam is not invited to the first consummation of marriage rite, and so worship 
of his feet is also omitted by this ceremony. With these exceptions, it can be said that 
the remaining life cycle rites of the ViraSaivas are occasions for the worship of the feet 
of the guru-Jangam. There is a practical difficulty during funerals, which the Jangam 
_ solves by placing his foot on the head of the corpse, and he sprinkles consecrated 
water on it so that the dead body’s worship of Jaigam can be complete. Some families 
worship a Jaigam’s feet daily, others on Mondays, and some make a point of inviting 
the Jangam on new and full moon days. The Jafgam is invited and is worshipped 
as often as possible in ViraSaiva households during the holy month of Srivana (July- 
August), and he must visit houses on the festival occasions of the New Year (Ugadt), 
the birthday of the most famous Virafaiva saint (Basava), and on Siva’s fast day 
(Sivaratri). 

The most significant life cycle rite for the indoctrination of the YiraSaiva is the 
ceremony for attaining adult religious status, or the initiation (ayyaca@r) ceremony. 
The guru who officiates at initiation cannot be the usual family guru, except in the 
very rare case when the family guru is a pattadsvami, that is, a celibate Jatgam with the 
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right to conduct initiations because of his official association with a religious establish- 
ment (math). It is a rare and costly affair to celebrate an initiation individually, and 
so this is the only life cycle rite which is regularly performed in the religious establish- 
ments (maths) which are headed by the red-robed, celibate, Jafgam saints. Initiation 
is open to both sexes, but with the difference that women commonly undertake this 
samskara after marriage, while boys are initiated between the ages of five and twelve. 
This is also the ceremony of conversion for persons who want to join the ViraSaiva 
religion. The ritual requires about six to seven hours for its performance and can be 
discussed under three main headings. First the thrones of the five founders of the 
religion, which survive today as five large monasteries, are worshipped in the form of 
five pots. If Jatgam boys are among the initiates, a representative of the monastery 
to which each boy is affiliated through his patrilineal ancestors is present, and the 
Jangam’s connection to one of the thrones is symbolized by a string which he holds. 
The second step in the rituals dramatizes the importance of the /iigam, with which 
the initiates are soon to be invested. In this stage the guru who is officiating holds his 
lingam above the kingams of the initiates, and worship to the accompaniment of 
Sanskrit mantras goes on for four to five hours. The gam worship is climaxed by 
the guru’s tying of the initiates’ /ingams to their bodies, whispering of sacred syllables 
in the initiates’ ears, and exacting from them an oath to perform their religious duties. 
The third and final part of initiation consists of about two hours of advice on religious 
and social conduct which the officiating guru delivers. 

The audience for all life cycle rites, except initiation, is recruited from among 
relatives, friends, and neighbors, so that no new social relationships are established by 
the performance of these rituals. Even in the case of marriages, the establishment of 
new relationships is avoided as far as possible by the practice of marrying close relatives, 
sister’s daughters and cross cousins, and by caste and territorial endogamy. The rituals 
of the life cycle do not establish new social bonds which might bring together in 
greater unity the competing castes and social classes; and there is nothing to be found 
which parallels the founding of a compadre relationship in these ceremonies. Initiation 
continues the theme of close confinement of social ties, for it is the nearest religious 
establishment that can perform this ceremony which people visit to observe this rite. 

Folksongs. The folksongs of women are not to be disassociated, in the first instance, 
from the life cycle rites of which they form a prominent feature. Women sing tradi- 
tional songs at all stages of the marriage, that is, on the day of betrothal, on the wedding 
day, on Wednesdays and Saturdays in the respective houses of the bridal couple for 
one to five weeks after the marriage, and on the day the marriage is consummated. 
Women do not usually sing at funerals, but they do perform at the death ceremonies 
of the celibate saints. The death of these ViraSaivas particularly symbolizes the happy 
occasion of fusion of the devotee with Siva, and mourning for the death of saints is 
not permitted. The women’s songs during life cycle ceremonies cover a variety of 
subjects, but the outstanding themes are praise of the religious and social conduct of 
ViraSaiva women saints and praise of the mother-goddess Devi (or Adigakti), who is 
identified both with Siva’s wife Parvati and his mother Sakti, who was the first cause 
of the universe and the mother of Sanmukha, who destroyed the demons in the world. 
These same songs are performed when women work in the house or in the fields, when 
they carry a coconut offering to the temples or to the grave of a ViraSaiva saint, when 
they worship the mother goddess, and during their evening leisure hours. The singing 
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groups are composed of relatives, neighbors and other, friends of the same village. 
Women only rarely visit other villages or towns in order to perform their songs. The 
language of folksongs is the colloquial dialect of the region in which they are sung. 
Three popular folksongs with religious themes, which are identified as the folksongs 


of women, are given below in translation: 
e 


Can people give you anything which will satisfy your mind? If you pray to Lord Siva, he 
will give his incomparable riches and so your house will be blessed and your mind will be 
fully satisfied. 


I had too much faith in people, and they left me in the middle of difficulties. O Lord Siva, 
I ask you to protect me always. 


You must have the companionship of your son when you go as a pilgrim to Sangam [the 
place where Basava worshipped], and your daughter-in-law must be by your side to serve 
you, and you must have full faith in Lord Siva. 


The folksong performances of men present a greater degree of formal organization 
than the performances of women, and the purpose of the singing is more specialized. 
The songs which men sing are called bhajana, and the theme of the songs is most often 
the praising of a particular male god, Siva, Basava, or Hanuman, for example. Bhajana 
is celebrated outside of a house where death has occurred, and the singers take part in 
the procession to the graveyard. The main occasions for bhajana are the public religious 
functions, that is fairs, festivals, and processions, but dhajana is usually performed at 
least once a week on a day that is sacred to a particular deity such as Monday, Tuesday, 
or Saturday. These singing groups may also perform on full moon days, and some per- 
form once or twice a day in temples or in prayer houses. Membership in a bhajana 
group provides opportunity for travel, and one of the attractions of the religious fair 
are the famed dbhajana groups which have come or have been invited to perform. The 
funerals of saints, of famous persons, and of persons whose relatives or friends can 
bear the expense of bringing men singers give more opportunities for travel and tour. 
Bhajana is sung in unison or by solo and chorus to the accompaniment of small cymbals, 
a small drum, a triangle, and a one or two-stringed lute. Frequently the harmonium 
provides background chords, and there is a type of instrumental dhajana in which the 
human voice and the harmonium are not heard. Folk singing can be learned by anyone 
and is performed by groups of mixed caste composition under leaders who may be of 
any of the castes represented in the group. 

Vacanas are the concise preachings of ViraSaiva saints, especially of those who are 
believed to have lived in the twelfth century, and many vacanas are included in the 
repertoire of the folksingers of both sexes. The final line of each vacana praises the 
tutelary male god of the saint to whom the vacana is attributed, and so the form of the 
vacanas is suited to the purpose of folksingers who wish to show their devotion by 
praising God. Each vacana is composed in the form of one to thirty lines of simple 
metered prose. Although the language of vacana literature is relatively simple, the 
graphic form of the vacana is sometimes reformed into colloquial forms in the dialect 
of the singers. The structure of the longer sentences is sometimes broken by the re- 
quirements of melodic line and repetition by the bhajana singer, so that elisions and 
substitutions are especially likely to occur. Thus a line of a vacana attributed to the 
ViraSaiva saint Basava, “‘As the nightingale longs for the brilliance of the moon,” is 
transformed in dhajana into three wholly new segments as follows: “Nightingale and 
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moon; food-mind; wish for color.” The graphic form in Kannada is as follows: cakorange 
candramana belagina cinte. In the song the forms become: cekérange cendrama; 
cendramana ; rangina cinte. Three popular vacanas in which the graphic forms are not 
changed by the singers are given below: . 


If we sow a neem seed, make a platform of sugar in which it will grow, and water it with 
milk and honey, the neem fruit will still be bitter. I know this, O Lord of Safgam, and so 


keep me apart from persons with sweet external appearance who do not worship our Lord 
Siva. (Basava) « 5 


There is no religion without mercy. Be merciful to living things, for mercy is the root of 
religion (dharma). Our Lord of Sahgam says we must keep to this rule above all others. 
(Basava) 


Why does a fisher who takes pleasure in killing his catch not mourn their deaths as he mourns 
the death of his own child? So, Lord Siva, I call persons butchers who are not merciful. 
(Akkamadevi) 


Bhajana performers commonly sing vacanas attributed to the following saints of 
the twelfth century: Basava, who was the principal saint; Akkamadevi, a nun who is 
fabled for devotion and intelligence; Cenbdsava, the son-in-law of Basava; Allama 
Prabhu or Prabhudeva, Basava’s guru; and Mogi Mallaya, a king who joined Basava’s 
followers and maintained himself by woodcutting. The vacanas of Basava, Cenbasava, 
Akkamadevi, and of Nilamma (Basava’s wife) are popular among women singers. The 
popular vacanas show a variety of themes, but they most commonly preach disapproval 
of the externals of religion, superiority of the method of devotion for attaining sal- 
vation, equality of all ViraSaivas, and the primacy of Siva in everything. 

Purana. Puranas, stories of the miracles of saints and deities, are read every night 
in the month of Sravana (July-August) to the audiences which assemble in the Virafaiva 
religious establishments (maths). The size of the audience depends upon the skill of the 
expositor, and upon the popularity of the puraya which is read. The performers are 
paid from the funds of the magh where they read, or in some cases the puraga is per- 
formed by the head of the magh or by some other person who is associated with the 
math. Each public performance lasts for about two hours, and only the highlights of 
the text can be read and explained in one month. In some instances the entire purana is 
read, from six to twelve thousand lines, so that three or four months is required to 
complete the book, but usually only one-fourth to one-third of the text is read and 
the book is completed in about a month. Most puragas are written in six-line stanza 
form, and one stanza, or perhaps two to four lines, is read out, explained, and then 
another stanza is taken up in the same way. The specialized skill, which must be learned 
from a teacher, is not in reading the purama, which an assistant often does, but rather 
in explaining the significance of the text by means of vacanas, authoritative Virafaiva 
books and anecdotes. A mixed dialect of colloquial forms and of forms approved by 
literary convention is used for the exposition of the text. Jafigams are usually the 
practitioners of the art, although it is not considered to be a hereditary profession. 

The puranas of modern Virafaiva saints are publicly performed in the vicinities 
where the saints passed their lives, so that local patriotism accounts for the popularity 
of many puranas. Twenty-five puragas have been found to be popular everywhere 
among Virafaivas, and they are as follows: Akkamadevi (purapa), Akkamadevi (vacana), 
Anadani$var, Athanifivayogi, Balalilmahanfivayogi, Basava (purapa), Basava (vacana), 
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Cenbasava, Corbasava, Devi, Fakiri$var, Falaisvar, Hanagalkumarsvami, Hemared- 
dimallamma, Seranabasve$var, Kotturbasve$var, Mahialingalila, Nalwatwad§ivaserana, 
Prabhulingalile, Renukacarya, Revanasidde$var, Sidrami$var, 63 Puratanru, Tonta- 
darya, and Virbhadra. The vacanas of Basava and of Akkamadevi are performed as 
puragas, and the puragas which relate the lives of these saints are also popularly per- 
formed. The Prabhulingalile, which narrates the life of Basava’s guru, Allama Prabhu, 
is said to be the most difficult of the puragas to perform because the guru’s meta- 
physical (maya) and cosmological (srsz) ideas are to be explained to the audience. 
Puranas may be read to the family by Virafaiva householders during the Sravana 
month, and many middle-class men begin to read puragas daily to their families when 
their period of retirement begins. Basava Purana, Anadanifvar Purana, Akkamadevt 
Purana, and especially the Devi Purana are favored for family reading. Devi Purana is also 
read widely in villages where trained specialists in the puranic art are not available. 
This book is read every Tuesday and Friday in many maghs and houses throughout 
the year, while some householders prefer to read Devt Purana only on new and full 
moon days. The Puraga itself is regarded as a form of Devi, the Mother of the universe 
and its principal driving force (Adisakti). Thus, more ritual attention is accorded this 
book a propos of its status as the embodiment of religion and religious force than is 
given to any other puranic text. It is forbidden to handle the book without a prepara- 
tory bath, and immediately after reading from the book it is obligatory to offer special 
nevidya sweets to it and to bow down before it. A cycle of reading Devi Purana can 
begin only at certain auspicious times, as for example during Sravana or Kartik months, 
or on the occasion of celebration of spectacularly successful undertakings. Sickness 
and family disaster are believed to fall upon those who do not handle the Devi Puraga 
in this prescribed way. These directions for use can be found printed at the beginning 
of the popular editions of the puraga, along with the prose commentary on the story. 
Devi Purana, which consists of 796 stanzas of six lines each, tells the story of Devi 
conquering the demons and is allegorically interpreted as the struggle between the 
forces of good and of evil in everything. Siva, Visnu, and Brahma are depicted as the 
three sons of Devi, who instructs the world that all three are equally deserving of 
religious devotion. Siva is also the narrator of the Puraga. The person for whose benefit 
the story was first narrated is Basava, and he is the only Vira$aiva saint who appears in 
the text. The Puraga promises the reader and listeners salvation (mukti) and freedom 
from the cycle of births and deaths which is preached by modern Hinduism. The 
final chapter of the Puraga describes a worshipper who has attained fusion (azkya) with 


Devi by the recommended path of devotion (hakti). This chapter may be summarized 
as follows: 


The devotee who has reached the last stage is both teacher (guru) and taught (bhakta), 
and so he has attained the highest pleasure in fusion with Siva. He sees Devi as the world 
and the world as Devi. He has given up the companionship of bad people. His words are 
Brahma’s words, and whoever acts by them gains salvation. To face him is to go to heaven, 
to remember him is to gain blessings, and to say he’s man is damnation. Where he stands is 
Kasi, the most holy of places. The externals of religion are nothing to him. Only his voice 
is manlike, the rest is God. When Siva calls him to his side, there is merging like fluids in 
a glass, milk with milk, water with water. 


Prabacan is a much simpler form of sacred public performance, which may be sub- 
stituted for the reading of the puréga in Sravana month. The narrative sequence of the 
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purana is replaced by topical organization in prabacan, and the discussion of religious 
subjects is almost entirely in the colloquial dialect of the region. The discussions pro- 
ceed daily on a particular religious or moral topic from one to as many as twenty days, 

depending on the depth of the subject. Subjects may be drawn from puranic texts 
for presentation in prabacan style. As in puraga recitations, the preachings of ViraSaiva 

saints and the authoritative books for the sect provide the basic material for the per- 

former’s exposition. Questions from the audience are, however, permitted during 
prabacan. A prabacan performance closes every day, in the same way as a puraga 

reading, with distribution of consecrated food which symbolizes the benefits that God . 
will bestow on the listener, namely, material prosperity and spiritual salvation. Some 

popular prabacan topics are the following: life of a twelfth century ViraSaiva saint, 

anger, truth, guru, /ingam, any or all of the six stages in the progress of a ViraSaiva 

toward fusion with Siva, and the vacanas of Basava. 

Kirtan is a more complex public performance than puraga, and Kirtan may also be 
substituted for the reading of purapa during Sravana month. A firtan performer 
should be trained from childhood in the art in order to satisfy a critical audience, but 
many ViraSaiva irtan artists have not had the advantage of such long training. There 
is no book or text in a kirtan performance; everything depends upon the memory and 
organizing skill of the performer, who is expected to explain in a cadenzalike style any 
religious or moral subject. The language of these expositions is a mixture of stage 
dialects, including female impersonations, of colloquial forms, and of spoken graphic 
forms. The kértan artist has freedom in choosing his subject, so that it sometimes hap- 
pens that Lingayat maths sponsor Ramayan or Bharat kértan, which have Vaisnavite 
themes and could not be said to advance the sectarian plea for Siva’s devotees. Kirtan 
attracts large audiences even when the artist is considered by some discriminating 
listeners to be deficient in skill. Kirtan artists frequently choose from among the follow- 
ing subjects for their lectures: story of Ganapati, Siva and Parvati, the idea of God, 
female chastity, the life of Akkamadevi, and the place of vacana literature in Hinduism. 
Each purana or prabacan recitation continues for about two hours, but it is understood 
that no &értan performance will have less than three hours’ duration. 

Fairs. Religious fairs are held under ViraSaiva sponsorship during the slack seasons 
for agriculture, from January to March and in August (Sravana). There are fairs which 
are celebrated on a large scale at half a dozen places which are held to be sacred because 
of events in the lives of the twelfth century ViraSaiva saints, at the numerous maths 
of living celibate saints, and at temples in district and subdistrict towns. Every village 
celebrates, in addition to these, the fair of one or more of the deities which have temples 
in the village. The famous large fairs which are associated with the twelfth century 
saints are held at Ulivi, Sri Saila, Sholapur, Kalyan, Godaci, and Sangam. Ulivi and 
Sri Salila are situated in remote forested areas, Sholapur is a district town; Sangam, 
Kalyan, and Godaci are situated on the Deccan plateau. Sri Saila is also the center of 
Siryasimhasan, one of the five thrones of religious authority for the ViraSaivas which 
are associated with the founding of the religion. 

The main business in fairs is the chariot drawing function, in which the chariot 
of the god of a particular temple or of the deceased saint who established the particular 
math which may be sponsoring the fair is pulled in a religious procession. The procession 
symbolizes the descent of Siva’s horde from their heavenly home on Mount Kailas, 
and it is preceded by Siva’s banner affixed to a tall pole (Nandikol). The pole symbolizes 
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Siva’s vehicle, the bull (Nandi or Basava), and the pole is believed to have power to 
protect those who follow behind. There is a conception that spirits draw the chariot, 
and so astrology is resorted to in fixing the exact time and place for beginning the 
procession. The palanquin of Basava, or of any deity, with accompanying dhajana 
groups to sing the praises of the deity in the palanquin, is included in the procession. 
There are drummers and dancers who precede the chariot, and water is poured before 
the god, or saint, who is transported in the chariot. Women worship the chariot with 
lighted lamps and betel tray at least once during the procession. Consecrated food is 
distributed from the chariot, in the sense that onlookers hurl fruit at the vehicle which 
is consecrated by this contact with the god or saint. 

Fairs provide excellent opportunities for bhajana performers, and the bigger fairs 
attract the best Shajana groups of the district. Kirtan, prabacan, vacana singing, and 
the life cycle rite of initiation commonly are held during the fairs which maghs sponsor. 

There are management committees which direct the big fairs, and if there is a 
managing committee of a mah, it will function in organizing the annual fair of the 
math, Village fairs are executed more informally and are financed by subscriptions 
from each household. Guests are fed without charge at the fairs which maths and 
villages sponsor, but the other fairs charge entrance fees, rent rooms, and sell stall space 
to shopkeepers so that the whole takes on the aspect of a commercial venture. 

The celebration of the Sivaratri festival at many maths is the occasion for a fair, 
with the difference that the chariot dragging procession may be optional under these 
circumstances. Public fairs are not usually held in villages on this festival day, but 
Jafgams are called to houses, just as they are also called at the time of village fairs, 
so that guru-/ingam-Jaigam may be worshipped. 

Printed publications. The most frequently used modern medium for communicating 
ViraSaiva sectarian ideas has been the printed publication. This category includes 
newspapers, weekly and monthly magazines, pamphlets, popular books, and scholarly 
books. There is no daily newspaper which is devoted to ViraSaiva propaganda, but the 
activities of maths and religious clubs, fairs, and the speeches of the celibate Lingayat 
saints and literary men are given full coverage by newspapers. The magazines of the 
sect, now six in number, devote all or most of their space to religious news and 
feature articles about the religion. Religious pamphlets, of from ten to seventy pages 
each, are separately composed and printed every year by about twenty-five book- 
sellers. The material of these pamphlets includes short collections of vacanas, folksongs, 
and life stories of ViraSaiva saints, and there are about one hundred and thirty separate 
titles which may be purchased, each for less than a rupee. The category of popular 
books includes collections of vacanas, the most popular puragas, dramas, and explana- 
tions of ViraSaiva philosophy and religious practice. About two hundred titles fall 
within this category. The scholarly publications consist of about twenty-five critical 
editions of puragas and vacanas, in which a number of manuscripts have been compared 
and an authoritative text prepared. 

Pamphlets are sold in book stalls by street peddlers on market days, and by touring 
booksellers at the larger fairs. The same, or similar, pamphlets may be published by 
two or three different makers, and so the purchaser rarely finds difficulty in locating 
a desired item. Popular books are available at the fairs and in book stalls, and some 
maths maintain a stock of these books. The scholarly books are sometimes available 
in the largest book stalls in district towns, but the usual way to obtain these books is 
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by placing an order with the publisher. This does not mean that scholarly books are 
not read, since libraries make them available to the interested public. Some of the 
larger maths maintain good libraries and there are ViraSaiva libraries in twenty dis- 
trict and subdistrict towns. These libraries also supply their readers with newspapers 
and the less frequent serial publications of the sect. 

A few of the popular books and the pamphlets are written for an audience with 
the minimum standard of literacy, such as can be gained in the four years of primary 
school education. According to the 1951 census, 20.6 percent of the population of 
Dharwar, Bijapur, and Belgaum districts, the three districts in which about half of 
all ViraSaivas live, had acquired literacy. Scholarly books, popular editions of vacanas, 
and puranas, dramas, newspapers, and magazines are written for persons who have had 
at least seven years of formal schooling. The 1951 census figures for these three districts 
show that 1.25 percent of the people had been educated to this seventh standard. 

Cultural development. The category of cultural development is used here to in- 
clude students’ free boarding institutions, boys’ and women’s clubs, and singing of 
vacanas by classical musicians. There is a common element in these three kinds of 
activities which may be called social upgrading, or cultural improvement, or even 
increased participation in the national culture of India. The point is perhaps most 
strained in the abstract with respect to the classical performance of vacana songs, but 
to witness such a performance before an audience which is not accustomed to listen 
patiently to a classical performer is a strong argument for its inclusion in this category. 
Like the dhajana singer, the classical artist does not always follow closely the written 
form of the vacana he is singing. 

Students’ free boarding clubs are managed by the maghs in the district and sub- 
district towns and in other places where there are high schools or colleges. The sub- 
scriptions which finance these charitable arrangements are under the management of 
special committees, and these funds are not merged with the general math funds. The 
clubs allow villagers to continue their education in towns and cities, and they provide 
opportunities for close association between members of the different constituent caste 
groups which are included in the Virafaiva sect; some clubs admit non-ViraSaivas as 
well. The club in Dharwar was founded in 1920, and work is proceeding on the plan 
to convene the three thousand or so alumni of this club in 1957 for an organizational 
meeting so that there can be an annual convention and other activities of the alumni 
group. 

The Virafaiva boys’ clubs, which have now spread to nearly every town and many 
villages where Lingayats live, have the main purpose of preparing boys for yearly 
examinations in philosophy and religious practices of the sect. Certificates are issued 
on the basis of the examination scores which provide an objective standard of the 
boy’s knowledge of ViraSaiva philosophy and religion. Thus, the clubs appear to por- 
vide motivation for learning and rewards for merit, as well as training in examination 
procedures which will be valuable if the boy is to continue his education. The funds 
for these groups are provided by charitable subscriptions and the examination fees. 

The women’s clubs of ViraSaivas are largely an urban phenomena; they are known 
as Akkanna Balaga after their patroness, Akkamadevi. Many of these clubs meet daily 
for discussions of vacana literature or other religious, moral, or national topics. There 
may be more than one club in a particular town, and in these cases the membership 
of the different clubs is drawn from different social classes. Some clubs teach Hindi or 
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handiwork, and a few manage free boarding clubs for girl students. These societies 
regularly conduct public celebrations of Akkamadevi's birthday, participate in Gandhi’s 
birthday function, and for the new local holidays (nadhabba) which symbolize Indian 
independence, the clubs sponsor lectures, plays and stick dances. Some women are given 
opportunities for travel to the annual convention of Akkanna Balagas. There are no 
caste restrictions against attendance at the club meetings, but the membership is limited 
to ViraSaiva women. Charitable subscriptions, membership dues, and a tax levied on 
ViraSaiva marriages provide funds for the clubs. 

Drama, radio, and cinema. Of the three modern media of radio, drama, and cinema, 
it is drama which makes the most concerted appeal to the religious emotions of the 
ViraSaivas. Leaders of some drama companies have been celibate saints, and in other 
companies the leader may perform kirtan, prabacan, vacana songs, or bhajana on special 
occasions, or when the company is not performing any play. Thus with respect to 
stage drama there is no strong division between sacred and secular interests. “The 
Life of Basava” has been the most successful ViraSaiva drama, and its success has been 
helped by the fact that the role of Basava was taken by a celibate saint in one of the 
productions. ViraSaivas who have the opportunity attend the play five or six times, 
and one of the two current productions of this play is in its second year of daily per- 
formances. 

Dharwar radio station began broadcasting in 1949, and though hardly a sectarian 
institution, the station does present many programs of religious interest to ViraSaivas. 
The birthday of Basava was celebrated by a special program in 1957, which occupied 
most of the evening broadcasting time. Villagers with access to radio sets try not to 
miss the dhajana programs, which are labelled simply “For Villagers” in the station 
program guides. Vacanas sung in the style of classical music are the most common 
of the sectarian broadcasts. The Dharwar and Bangalore stations have many vacana 
records, and vacana programs occur on the average once in two days from each of 
these two Kannada broadcasting stations. Radio dramas are occasionally produced 
which narrate the lives of ViraSaiva saints, as, for example, Akkamadevi. The lan- 
guage of these dramatic presentations is literary Kannada, which is written for an 
audience with about seven years of formal schooling. 

The costs of cinema production, upwards of seventy thousand rupees, place severe 
limitations on this medium as a form of religious communication. Two movies have 
depicted the lives of ViraSaiva saints, and a third is now in production. One of these 
two films was released in 1957 and has not been enthusiastically received. The comedy, 
the appeal to sex, and the imitation of Hindi screen songs and dances disturbs many 
people, Lingayats and others, who are interested in the sacred elements of the screen 
performance. Kannada and Telugu pictures with more general Saiva, rather than 
Viragaiva, themes attract Lifgayats in large numbers and particularly appeal to vil- 
lagers. A popular release in 1953 was made by a ViraSaiva producer-actor and tells 
the story of the Tamil Saiva saint, Kannappa. This picture would be classified as of 
the more general Saiva type. Another Saiva picture played for a year in one sub- 
district town and ran for six months in Dharwar and other towns during the year of 
its release, 1941. This movie still plays to large audiences at Liigayat religious fairs 
where touring talkies are frequently set up. The movie tells the legend of the instal- 
lation of the /ingam in the temple at Gokarna in Karwar District, and its principal 
appeal to villagers, who formed the majority of its audiences, was the pictorial repre- 
sentation of Siva throughout the performance. Many villagers broke coconuts in the 
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theatres as Siva appeared on the screen, and they distributed money offerings to the 
theatre attendents, treating the theatre as if it were a temple. There was less than the 
usual amount of comedy in this screenplay. There was less dancing, and only religious 
songs were sung. The language of the serious characters in the cinema is literary and 
is written for persons with about seven years of formal education. Those in the audience 
with no more than four years of schooling may be able to understand ten to twenty 
percent of the spoken literary forms of their own language, and so they often miss the 
point of a particular speech or sequence. 

Trends. Four old forms of religious propaganda—life cycle rites, folksongs, purana, 
and fairs—have been briefly considered along with three new forms—printed publi- 
cations, radio-drama-cinema, and cultural development. The classification of these 
forms of communication into new and old is a simple one and has been confirmed by 
expert and authoritative judgment in the ViraSaiva sect. It remains to be seen, however, 
how far the classification is a useful one for comparative study, that is, for comparing 
ViraSaivas of one region with ViraSaivas in other districts and for comparing ViraSaiva 
with non-Virafaiva religions. 

If the old and new forms of communication are compared, the tendency for the 
new modes to produce greater integration between different social classes and castes 
may be seen. This trend of the newer media in the direction of greater social inte- 
gration is not to be confused with judgments about the effectiveness of the forms of 
propaganda, because today the old forms both collectively and individually outweigh 
the effectiveness of the new forms. It is apparent, however, that the tendency of the 
new media, particularly printed publications, is to simplify the communication struc- 
ture within the sect and so to bridge the gap between competing social classes and castes. 
Anyone can purchase from a book stall or browse through a peddler’s assortment of 
religious pamphlets, and ViraSaiva libraries do not exclude or differentiate among 
readers according to their caste. In the puraga form there are always two levels of 
competence in the mastery of ViraSaiva philosophy and religion—that of the performer, 
and the lower level of the audience. The examinations of the boys’ clubs establish, on 
the other hand, different standards for competence, and the examinations break down 
the expert-layman dichotomy into several levels. The trend for greater integration is 
illustrated by the students’ free boarding clubs, where members recruited from several 
castes are brought together in the closer fellowship of group living and common educa- 
tional goals. The programs of the women’s societies give moral sanction for contact 
with national activities in which there are opportunities for cooperation with non- 
ViraSaivas. The cinema and newspapers are modern mass media which strive for uni- 
versal appeal, since it is less profitable for even a majority of their audiences to be 
drawn from only one sect. Thus, when the modern forms of communication of the 
ViraSaiva religion are compared with the old, the new forms appear to show a trend 
in the direction of social unification which is not found among the traditional modes 
of propaganda of the sect.? 


NOTE 


1A longer account of the rituals, philosophy, and literature of the Lingayats, written by a 
member of the sect, may be found in the following work, which is soon to be made available in 
the United States: S$. C. Nandimath, 4 Handbook of Virasaivism (Dharwar, 1941). 
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METHODS OF POPULAR RELIGIOUS 
INSTRUCTION IN SOUTH INDIA 


By V. RacHAVAN 


imbued with the teachings of the religion of the land as in India, and it is remark- 

able how, in the past, when the modern means of communication and the mechan- 
ical aids for the dissemination of information were lacking, the dcaryas could spread 
their teachings from one end of the country to the other. In this ancient land, the 
teeming millions were no doubt illiterate, but they were never uninformed or uncul- 
tured. The ancient teachers, concentrating on the direct communication of essential 
knowledge, helped people to be imbued with effective culture without scholastic 
education. It is significant that knowledge is called in Sanskrit ruta and in Tamil 
kelvi, which mean ‘that which is heard.’ In fact, the high level of the moral and spiritual 
attainment of the unlettered, like the shopkeeper and the hunter, and the so-called 
repositories of learning, like the Brahmans, taking a lesson or two from them, is a 
recurring theme in the epics, e.g. the Tuladhara and Dharmavyadha stories in the 
Mahabharata. That our religious history has thrown up saints from among weavers, 
cobblers, potters, shepherds, and Harijans shows how widely the soil has been irrigated 
and fertilized by the country’s spiritual engineers.” 

Recitation and exposition of Itihisas and puranas. The Himalayan waters of Vedic 
faith and Upanisadic philosophy were brought to the plains of the people through 
several projects, the biggest of which were the ih@sas and the purdnas. Vyasa says 
that the Mahabharata was specially composed to broadcast the Vedic lore to the people 
at large, and that the four Vedas became complete with the fifth, namely, the akhyana 
or epic. Valmiki composed his musical epic to reinforce the Vedic teachings. Illustrating 
the teachings of the Vedas through the stories of rajarsis ‘sage-kings,’ who upheld truth 
and right, and those of the sports of God, who became incarnate to salvage the reign 
of dharma, and by giving, incidently, an epitome of the knowledge of cosmogony, 
periods of time, and the like, the itihd@sas and the puragas proved themselves to be 
the most efficient means of popular instruction in religion and philosophy. As the 
rhetoricians put it, the commands of the lordlike Vedas (prabhusammita) were put 
to the people by the i#ha@sa and purana in the persuasive manner of the friend (suhyt- 
sammita). According to the preface of all the itsh@sas and the puranas, they were 
recited to vast congregations of people gathered at sacrificial sessions (sattras) by a 
class of reciters called si#ta-pauranikas. The evidence of numerous inscriptions estab- 
lishes the fact of continuity of this practice of exposition all through the course of 
Indian history; the wide provenance of these records shows that this machinery of 
popular religious education was active not only in every part of the mother country, 
but in Greater India too. 

If, without flame and sword, Hinduism spread over the whole of the Far East, it 


| N no country of such vast dimensions could the countryside be found to be so 
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was possible because the Ramayaga and the Mahabharata, through the oral expounder, 
the sculptor, and the dancer, went forth in advance clearing the way and conquering 
the peoples’ imagination. As early as a.p. 600, one Somafarman is found to present to 
a temple in Cambodia the Mahabharata, the Ramayana, and the purayas, and provide 
for their daily exposition; a regular temple to Valmiki was raised in Campa by King 
PrakaSadharman, and, in the tenth century, the kings of Cambodia had a kavi-pandita 
attached to them to expound the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. In North India, 
we have epigraphic evidence to show that endowments were made for the popular 
recital of the epics and the puragas.? From Bana’s Kadambari we know that the 
Mahabharata was recited in the Mahakala temple, and, from his Hargacarita, that 
Vayu Purana was recited in his own village house. 

The South Indian rulers, the Pallavas, the Colas, and the Pandyas, knew the value 
of the itth@sa and purana, and epigraphs found all over the peninsula show how these 
kings helped these works to fulfil their mission of disseminating country-wide religious 
education. In the Kiiram and Tandantottam plates of the Pallavas, provisions are 
specified for the reading and exposition of the Mahabharata (Bharatakhyana).* A por- 
tion of the endowment was specified for the Bharata-expounder (Bharatappangu), and 
a stage (ambalam) was assigned for his discourse in the temple at Sendalai in Tanjore 
District (No. 63 of 1897).* In a.v. 1048, in the time of the Cola Rajadhiraja I, the 
college at Tribhuvani was required by the endowment to expound for the people the 
Bharata and the Ramayana. The Mahabharata-vytti in the form of land was given to 
two brothers by Maravarman Sundara Pandya for the exposition of the Mahabharata, 
the Ramayana, and the puranas (No. 546 of 1922 found at Tiruttangal), and Mara- 
varman KulaSekhara (a.p. 1268) conferred a privilege on a Brahmana at A|var-tirunagari 
(No. 467 of 1909), who expounded the purana and itih@sa. Besides the epics and the 
puranas, other religious books were also expounded under these endowments: the 
Manu Samhita and Vaikhanasa-Sitra at Tribhuvani; the Sivadharma in the assembly 
hall in the Tirunage$varam temple (a.p. 1054; No. 214 of 1911) and at Tiruvali$varam 
(No. 327 of 1916). Even the more difficult works of philosophy were studied: the 
Ramanuja-bhasya at Kaiici (No. 493 of 1919) and the Vedanta by a follower of Sankara 
at the same place (a.p. 1293).° The Saiva hagiological text, Sri purapa of Ajudaiyanambi 
(Sundaramirti), and the Somasiddhanta form the subjects of exposition provided for 
according to some other records (Nos. 241 of 1911, 321 of 1917, and 403 of 1896). In 
the times of the Vijayanagara empire, a grant of Acyutadevaraya does the same thing 
for the exposition of a Vaisnava scripture called Bhaktisatjivini (a.D. 1534-35). 

Thus the practice of popular exposition of the epics and the puragas has been 
handed down to the present day in an unbroken tradition. Today such expositions, 
though to a lesser extent, constitute one of the leading forms of popular religious 
instruction all over South India, especially in the Tamil country. The puranas are 
only rarely taken up; even the Bhd@rata, which, as inscriptions prove, was originally 
more popular, is not so frequently handled; the epic that holds the people enthralled 
is the Ramayana. Whether it be Valmiki’s Sanskrit original, as is more often the case, 
or Kamban’s Tamil version, hardly a day passes without some sweet-voiced, gifted 
expounder sitting in a temple, matha (centre of religious preaching), public hall, or 
house-front and expounding to hundreds and thousands the story of the dharma that 
Rama upheld and the adharma by which Ravana fell. Sometimes the Pauragic accounts 
relating to particular shrines and holy waters, ksetra and firtha, become themes of such 
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popular expositions at certain pilgrim centers or during certain seasons, e.g. the 
Tulakaveri-mahatmya during the holy bathing season of Magha. This purapa-pravacana 
(exposition of puraga) is in vogue in Kerala also, where it is called pathakam. 

Translations and compositions of religious works. If the purapas and the itihasas were 
created to put the Vedic teachings in a popular form, it soon became obvious that to 
bring them still closer to the masses, it was necessary that, along with their oral ex- 
position, the original Sanskrit texts themselves should be given to the people in their 
own languages. A more masterly epitome of the teachings of the Srutis and Smrtis 
than the Tirukkura] of Tiruvalluvar, revered as a Tamil Veda, cannot be produced. 
A host of authors brought, through poems and didactic writings, the entire wisdom of 
the ysis to the Tamils. Under royal patronage, the epics and the puramas began to 
appear in Tamil, Telugu, Kannada, and Malayalam translations. The Mahabharata was 
rendered into Tamil by the Pandya king Piiliyan himself,® and about a.p. 1210 a 
Saiva named Aranilaivisakhan Trailokyamallan Vatsarajan composed the Bharata again 
in elegant Tamil (Tiruvalangadu, No. 482 of 1905). In the eleventh century, the 
Telugus also got their BAa@rata from Nannaya Bhatta; in the next century, under the 
Colas, Kamban sang his famous Tamil Ramayana; two later Pandya kings, Ativira 
and Varatunga, in the sixteenth century, rendered into Tamil the Karma Puraga, the 
Linga Purana, the Kas-khanda, and the Brahmottara-khanda; from two earlier records 
at Cuddalore (a.p. 1111-19), it appears that two persons, named Parasamaya Kolari 
Mahamuni and Kamalalaya Bhatta, had not only written in Tamil the local Kannivana 
Purana, but also had rendered into it all the eighteen well-known puragas.’ 

Royal patronage to devotional singing. The Pallavas and the Colas extended munif- 
icent patronage to men of learning through educational institutions call ghagikas, 
temples, and foundations of agraha@ra-settlements, from where they carried on their 
educational activities. If the. Tamil country had been acclaimed in the Bhagavata- 
mahatmya as the birth-place of Shakti, the credit of spreading that devotion all over 
the South belongs not only to the saints and teachers, but to the great Pallava and 
Cola monarchs themselves, who, besides giving encouragement to these teachers, were 
themselves great devotees; Mahendra Vikrama and Rajasimha Pallavas are referred 
to as paramamiahesvara, Sivacidamani, and agamapriya ; and Koccenganan and Gandara- 
ditya Colas are counted among Saiva saints and canonical hymnists. By far the most 
important of the religious activities inaugurated and carried forward in the Pallava 
times are those of the groups of Saiva and Vaisnava saints, the Nayanars and Alvars. 
Patronized by the Pallava kings, these saints went from place to place, sang their 
devotional hymns to the deities at the several shrines they visited, disputed with and 
put down their religious opponents, and spread among the people the gospel of devotion 
to Siva and Visnu. 

Moving in their appeal, by virtue of both their devotion and music, the Tamil 
hymns of these Saiva and Vaisnava saints, called Devaram and Tiruvaimofi, respectively 
embodied the truths of the Vedas and the Vedanta, and came to be revered truly as 
as the Tamil Veda. Although they were collected and codified only during the reign 
of Rajaraja Cola (tenth century), in the Later Pallava age itself attempts were made 
for popularizing these sacred hymns, Tiruppadiyam, by instituting special endowments 
for their recital in Siva and Visnu temples. In the time of Nandivarman III Pallava, 
an endowment was made for the recital of Tiruppadiyam at Tirumallam;* in Parantaka 
Cola’s time, their recital by Brahmanas was arranged for at Lalgudi and Attiir (Nos. 


Journal of American Folklore 





Methods of Popular Religious Instruction in South India 339 


373 of 1903 and 99 of 1929); in the times of Rajaraja I, Rajendra I, and Rajadhiraja, 
endowments were made for the singing of the Tiruvaimofi at Uttaramerir, Srirangam, 
Ennayiram, and Tribhuvani (Nos. 181 of 1923, 61 of 1892, 176 of 1923, 194 of 1923, 
333 of 1917, and 557 of 1919); a fifteenth century record (No. 70 of 1909) in the former 
Pudukottai State makes a gift of a village to a reciter of the hymns of Sathagopa. 

A similar series of inscriptions recording the practice of singing the Saiva canon, 
Devaram, is found throughout the Cola times (No. 349 of 1918, issued in Rajakeasri’s 
time, and No 99 of 1929, in Parantaka’s time); a large number of epigraphs show that 
in the great Rajaraja’s time this arrangement was in full swing (Nos. 333 of 1906, 275 
of 1917, 40 of 1918, 423 of 1908, and 624 of 1909), no less than forty of the 212 ser- 
vants at the big temple at Tanjore having been engaged in the recital of these hymns 
with musical accompaniments. Realizing the appeal of music and the power of that 
art to aid spiritual exaltation, the authors of the Dev@ram hymns sang them as musical 
compositions in different melodies; in a Tiruvorriyir record of Virarajendra Cola (No. 
128 of 1912), sixteen gifted songstresses of the temple dancers’ class (devar-agiyar) 
were commissioned to sing these hymns in classic style (aha-m@rga). This institution 
is still alive in South Indian temples; a special class of temple singers called oduvars 
recite them every evening in a hall in the temple, and, during festivals accompany 
the deity in procession, singing the Devaram in a party. 

Mathas as centers of religious preaching. Corresponding to the @Sramas and tapovanas 
of sis mentioned in ancient Sanskrit literature, there developed, in later historical 
periods, centers of spiritual endeavor and headquarters of different kinds of saints and 
their religious activities called mathas, which were originally natural habitations in 
the form of mountain caves, guhais (guhas), but were later enlarged into structural 
buildings. The rich epigraphic records of South India, again, reveal a continuous suc- 
cession of these mathas and the part they played in the religious life of the people. In 
the Later Pallava times, we had at Tiruvorriyiir a matha presided over by Nirafijanaguru 
and Caturanana Pandita, who were both looking after the temple affairs and services. 
Attached to the same shrine, there arose several other mathas, called after Tiru-jiiana- 
sambandar, Rajendra Cola, Nandike$vara, and Angaraya. It is from such beginnings 
that there developed the Tamil maghas now functioning at places like Dharmapuram, 
Tiruvavaduturai, and Tiruppanandal, which are centers of Saiva teachers having the 
charge of temple management. The Lingayata maphas of the Telugu and Kannada 
areas also had a similar course of evolution; other religious sects of Advaitic, Visistad- 
vaitic, and Dvaitic persuasions developed their own matha-organizations for keeping 
up their religious propaganda among the people. Besides teaching texts of higher 
philosophy to select sets of qualified students, the heads of these mathas, who are con- 
stantly on the move, accompanied by disciples and scholars, come into close contact 
with the people, to whom they give popular discourses. That the imparting of such 
popular discourses forms a regular and time-honored function of these maphas is at- 
tested by an inscription of Vijayaganda Gopala (a.p. 1293), which records a grant 
to a Saikara Matha at Kaiici for the exposition of the Vedanta. 

Temples as centers of religious and cultural education, The temple, as seen above, 
was the place where the it#h@sa and puraga were expounded, sacred hymns recited, 
and mathas developed. It is to the great work of the Pallavas and the Colas that South 
India owes the temple—its most glorious achievement, its primary and all-compre- 
hensive religious institution, and, in fact, the very center of all its cultural activity. 
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Starting as excavations on mountain sides in the Early Pallava times, and gradually 
becoming stone structures, the South Indian temples grew in the golden age of the 
Colas into huge establishments, dominating the entire locality and coordinating all 
the aspects of local life, religious, social, and economic. Aditya I Cola is said to have 
covered the banks of the Kaveri with them; king after king vied with his predecessor, 
and one dynasty excelled the other, till throughout South India no village or town 
was left without its visible symbol of the spread of dhakt#. Not only through worship 
and daily service of the images of the deities, but through the grand celebrations of 
their annual festivals, when the deities were taken out in procession, these temples 
created religious fervor among huge crowds of people drawn from far and near. The 
car-festival, especially, drew together the entire population of the locality. That such 
festivals in temples served as suitable occasions for religious discourses is also known 
from a reference in the Tamil poem Perunkathai (Brhatkatha). 

The temple was also an art gallery, even as it was a hall for concert, lecture, or trans- 
action of local affairs. The masterpieces of sculpture in the temples taught the entire 
mythology and the deeds of gods to the mass of people gathering there. All temples 
had paintings of similar religious themes, and even now, once a year, during festival 
time, the walls of temples are painted over with divine pictures. In the Pallava Kaila- 
sanatha temple at Kaiici, in the Jaina cave temple at Sittannavagal, and in the Brhadis- 
vara temple at Tanjore, we have the exquisite paintings of olden times still preserved. 
All these show how the art of painting also was harnessed for religious teaching in 
ancient India. 

A class of mendicants known as Mankhas went about exhibiting religious pictures.® 
We see from the Mudraraksasa that a class of mendicants went about showing scrolls 
painted with the horrors of hell (yamapaga) and exhorting people to observe dharma. 
In Sangam literature in Tamil, we find the Paripagal mentioned pilgrims edified by the 
religious paintings in the Tirupparankunram temple. 

Dance and drama. The appeal of the arts of dance and drama was not ignored by 
the ancient teachers. The educative, didactic, and religious usefulness of the play was 
emphasized by Bharata himself in his Natya-Sastra; rhetoricians also said that drama 
and poetry taught the same lessons as the Vedas and the puragas, but in the winning 
manner of the beloved (kanta-sammita). All through its history, we find that the drama 
was, for the most part, enacted in temples during festivals. In the Tamil poems, 
Jiwakacintamani (2573) and Perunkathat, we find references to dramatic presentations 
in temples. Ample light on the systematic use of religious drama in temples, especially 
during festival times, is thrown by the Cola inscriptions. The greatness of the shrine 
of Rajaraje$vara at Tanjore was depicted in the form of a nafaka by one Santikkiittan 
at Tanjore (No. 55 of 1893, issued in Rajendra’s time). At Cuddalore, the mahatmya 
of the shrine was presented by Kamalalaya Bhatta through his Pampuliyiir-nataka.” 
Sakkai or kiittaccakkayan was a dancer, and an endowment made for his art in a temple 
was called sakkakkani or nrtyabhoga. One Alayiirccakkai was given a grant for enacting 
three scenes of Sakkaikkuittu at Tiruvalandurainalliir (No. 250 of 1926). In Rajaraja’s 
time, at Tiruvavaduturai and Tiruvidaimarudir, two Sakkais, named Kumaran 
Srikantan and Kittimaraikkadan, were engaged to do the seven acts of driyakkiittu 
in the temple (Nos. 120 of 1925 and 154 of 1895). Similarly, in Rajendra’s time, Sakkai 
Marayan Vikramacolan performed the Sakkatkkiittu at Kamarasavalli (No. 65 of 1914) 
thrice during the Margafirsa or VaiSakha festival. That the Sa@kkai and the dance he 
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performed on a mythological theme were old institutions is known from the Tamil 
epic, Silappadikaram (XXVIII. 65-80), in which we find the king Seran Seikuttuvan 
and his queen witnessing at the nafakaranga (theatre) the kofticcheda dance of Siva 
(the dima of Tripuradaha) by a Sakkai of Paraiyir. 

As a vehicle of popular religious instruction, this dramatic recital has persisted to 
this day in the sakkatkkiittu or prabandhamkiittu of Kerala, where it has exercised a 
wholesome influence on the life of the people. This dance recital, as it now obtains in 
Kerala, is done by a cakyar on a stage in the temple, kittambalam, to the accompani- 
ment of a drum played by a nambiyar and time kept with cymbals by a lady, nangiyar. 
The cakyar recites his theme, dances, gesticulates, and, with a gift of wit, brings under 
his review, during his exposition, the whole course of contemporary affairs, not except- 
ing, in the freedom of speech sanctioned to his office, even the king from the scope of 
his criticism. Born out of this cakyarkiittu is the tujjal, which Kunjan Nambiyar fash- 
ioned as a further popularized form. During festivals, one finds these performances 
taking place in the corridors of Kerala temples, and Kotiliiga Yuvaraja gives a fine 
picture of these in the description of the Bhagavati temple at Cranganore in his 
Rasasadanabhana.™ 

Besides these, plays in local languages on Pauranic themes were developed in all 
the linguistic regions of South India, their aim and inspiration being as much re- 
ligious as literary or artistic. In Andhra arose the yaksagana™ and the Kiicipiidi Bhaga- 
vatamu; yaksaganas are operatic plays on mythological themes, and cognate with them 
are the dayal-ata (open air play) of the Kannada area and the teruk aittu (street play) 
of Tamilnad. There is a manuscript in the Mackenzie Collection which informs us that 
Akkanna and Madanna, the Hindu ministers of the Qutb Shahi rulers of Golconda, 
maintained their own troupe of yaksagana players and made them tour the entire 
Qutb Shahi dominion every year. 

Kiicipiidi is an agrahara in the Krishna District where Bhagavatas, the Brahman 
devotees of the Lord, took to the art of dance for the propitiation of the Lord, and 
enacted, with music and gesticulation, dramas on the sports of Krsna. From this tradi- 
tion, the Bhagavata-mela-nataka® of some villages in the Tanjore District, like 
Merattiir, Ottukkadu, Nalliir, Silamangalam, etc., took its birth. Even today, Brah- 
mans of these villages stage plays like Prahladavijaya, Usaparinaya, Rukmangada, 
and Markandeyacarita, before the temple deity, during the springtime festivals. The 
plays are part of the worship, some of the actors playing the divine parts, even observing 
fast; and the entire population for five miles around gather and sit through the night 
watching the devout Brahman Bhagavatas present their n@fakas with song and gestic- 
ulation. Their ideal, best set forth in the text which they quote, is that, it is the sacred 
duty of the Bhagavatas to adore the Lord with song and dance, with as much devotion 
to it as they have to statutory rites prescribed by the Vedas (Visporgaénam ca nrttam 
ca... kartavyam nityakarmavat). 

Corresponding to this, the Malayalam country has its own religious plays. Taking 
its inspiration originally from the singing and gesticulation of the Gita-Govinda of 
Jayadeva, the religious drama of Kerala developed into the Sanskrit Krsnattam, and 
from that evolved into the Malayalam kathakaji, the last having been fashioned by 
the chief of Kottiirakkara in the latter half of the seventeenth century for the sake of 
a wider popular appeal. With elaborate make-up, song, and very detailed gesticulation, 
the kathakaji presented, through several nights cycles of epic and Pauranic stories to 
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large audiences, which sat all through the night in the open to watch them. All these 
forms of dance drama, as well as the puppet shows, ommalatta, and the shadow-plays, 
tolpavai prevalent all over the South, had the same religious setting and promoted the 
same religious purpose. 

Devotional music. If the greatest contribution of Tamilnad to the sphere of de- 
votional music is the body of hymns called Deva@ram and Tiruvaimofi, the outstanding 
contribution of the Kannada speaking area to the same sphere is represented by the 
large body of musical composition, padas, devaranamas, and kirtanas, sung by the mem- 
bers of the Dasa Kiita tradition. Couched in popular language, enlivened by homely 
wit, and glowing with the truths of spiritual realization, the compositions of the Dasa 
Kiita saints, forming a triple heritage of literature, music, and philosophy, and sung 
by them in their pilgrimages from shrine to shrine, served to create among the masses 
a spiritual awakening and religious enthusiasm. The Dasa Kiita, the origins of which 
are traced to a line of Smarta devotees beginning with Acalanandadasa (ninth century) 
of the Rastrakiita times, was later represented by a line of Madhva saints—Narahari 
Tirtha (a.p. 1281), Sripadaraja who sang the whole of the Tenth Book of the Bhagavata, 
Vyasaraya (fifteenth century), Purandaradasa (1480-1564), his shepherd contemporary 
Kanakadasa, Vijayadasa, Jagannathadasa, and others. The greatest of these is Purandara- 
dasa, and if ancient South Indian music is indebted to the Devaram and Tiruvaimoli of 
the saints of Pallava times, modern South Indian music (Karnatic) owes its evolution to 
this Karnataka saint-musician, Purandaradasa. Side by side with these Haridasas, who 
fostered the growth of Visnu-bhakti, the ViraSaiva saints, Basava and Allama of the 
twelfth century and the SivaSaranas who followed them, spread Siva-bhakti with their 
vacanas among the Kannadigas (Kannada-speaking people). 

The mission of evoking devotion among the people through songs was then taken 
over by Telugu, which gave from Tirupati the large corpus of sankirtanas composed 
by a family of devotees called the Talappakkam poets, Annamacarya, Tiruvenkata 
and others, who flourished in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries; their numberless 
lyrics addressed to the ‘Lord of the Seven Hills,’ preserved in heaps of copperplates 
at the hill temple, form a substantial contribution to Telugu music and to the path 
of adoring the Lord through song, the dhajana-paddhati. Next in importance are 
the kirtanas which Ramadasa of Bhadracala (seventeenth century), a devotee of Rama 
who was imprisoned by Tani Shah of Golconda, sang from his prison and which are 
current all over the Telugu country. While, on the side of actual practice and literary 
propaganda, these devoted souls popularized this cult among the learned and the lay 
by writing hymns and treatises and by organizing congregational singing of divine 
praise and founding Shajana-mathas for this purpose, the renowned saint-musician, 
Tyagaraja (1757-1847), made an outstanding contribution with his songs and provided 
a rich musical medium for this method of worship. This school infused a new life into 
the old path of devotion. Bhajana now developed on a large scale, and the visit, to 
Tanjore and other centers, of performers of sankirtana from the north, especially from 
Maharastra, perfected the bhajana-paddhati which came to be maintained by a chain 
of mathas in places both big and small. 

The climax of this movement of singing the name and glory of the Lord was reached 
in the Kaveri delta, in the heart of Tamilnad, where the cult of na@ma-siddhanta, 
recital of God’s name as the most potent means of salvation, was developed by saint- 
authors of the eighteenth century, like Sridhara VentkateSa and Bodhendra. 
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From very ancient times, the month of MargaSirsa (November-December) was 
considered especially sacred and appropriate for adoring the Lord, and both the Saivas 
and the Vaisnavas had their own devotional recitals for this month, the Tiruvempavai 
and the Tiruppavai; and even special temple-endowments were made for the latter 
in Cola times (Nos. 12 of 1905, 421 of 1912, and 128 of 1912). This special adoration 
of the Lord through devotional singing in MargaSirsa has continued to the present 
day. Parties of devotees get up early in the MargaSirsa mornings, bathe despite the 
chill, and go round the local temple and the tank singing devotional songs. This prac- 
tice, popularly called bhajana, is also referred to as giripradaksina ‘going round a 
sacred hill,’ pointing perhaps to its origin in the circumambulation of the early moun- 
tain-cave temples, which the Nayanars did with hymns on their lips. While a few 
gifted singers, who led these dhajana parties, stopped at particular places to sing 
elaborate songs, there were n@mavalis or simple strings of God’s names and epithets 
which they uttered as they moved on and which the accompanying congregation took 
up in chorus. As each song or n@mavali was finished, the leader pronounced what is 
called a pundaritka, an expression of devotion to God like ‘Namah Parvatipataye’ or ‘Sita- 
kantasmaranam’, to which the whole party responded with formulas like ‘Hara Hara 
Mahddeva’ and ‘Jaya Jaya Rama’. This bhajana was conducted in a more organized 
manner, within the precincts of bhajana-mathas, every day or on special weekdays or on 
holy days like the ekada§ (the eleventh lunar day). 

In a far more elaborate manner, a whole Shajana-session was conducted for several 
days once or twice a year, when the Bhagavatas would celebrate festivals, utsavas, of 
the marriage of Sita-Rama or of Radha-Krsna. In the manner of an upakarman (a 
ceremony for the reading ot the Vedas during the rains) during the caturmdasya, the 
Bhagavatas go through, during these days, their entire repertoire, gopikagita, Jayadeva’s 
astapadis, the devaranamas of Purandara, the kirtanas of Ramadasa, the Krspalila- 
tarangini of Narayana Tirtha, a Sanskrit operatic composition on the whole story of 
Krsna, and similar devotional songs. Besides these, the Bhagavatas sing, during these 
festivals, special series of songs called utsava-sampradaya kirtanas and songs invoking 
the Lord with simple addresses and epithets called divyan@ma-sankirtanas, to both of 
which Tyagaraja made his contribution. Some of these are sung with a simple dance 
movement around a brass lampstand or a ¢u/ast pot, in imitation of the circular rasa- 
dance. Some wtsava-specialists among these execute more difficult dances, carrying 
the lampstand or circumambulating it with their prostrate bodies. Large numbers 
of devout people of either sex take part in these dhajanas. 

Harikatha or religious story recital. An exposition of a mythological story with music 
and dance is defined by Bhoja in his work on alank@ra under the name akhyana; Bhoja’s 
remarks in another context show that this refers to the art of the kathaka. It is to this 
ancient form of the kathaka’s art that we have to relate the kathakalaksepa or harikatha, 
as it evolved later in Tamilnad, and is now widely prevalent in South India. The ex- 
position of a religious story took the present k@laksepa form at Tanjore, as a result 
of the impact of the Xértana style of some Maharastra duvas (religious preachers), 
chiefly Ramachandra Buva Morgaunkar (1864), who visited Tanjore. Before this time, 
kalaksepa, which was an old way of spending time listening to a holy discourse, was 
not perfected as an art form with the addition of music and dramatic touches. Krishna 
Bhagavatar (1847-1903), who refashioned it after listening to the Maharastrian style, 
even introduced some dancing in his performances. 
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The main Bhagavata (harikatha reciter) stands in front, usually supported by a 
musician assistant standing behind him, and the minimum instrumental accompani- 
ment is a mrdanga (a kind of drum). The Tamil Bhagavatas who took this up handled 
the art with their emphasis shifting between music and exposition, according to their 
individual gifts.’* The themes are from the Ramayana, the Mahabharata, the puranas, 
lives of saints, not only of the Tamilnad, but of the other parts of the country also, 
like Ramadasa, Kabir, and the Maharastra saints. After some preliminary invocatory 
singing on GaneSa, Sarasvati, Hanumat, and the guru, the Bhagavata sings a song 
which is the text of his sermon. This song emphasizes that devotion to the Lord, or 
a particular mode of His worship, is the only means of salvation, or that the Lord is 
the only refuge of man. To illustrate this, the Bhagavata takes up a story which forms 
the main part of the performance. It is called the Aarikatha. In the end the story is 
wound up by harking back to the burden of the first song, to illustrate which the story 
was expounded. During the exposition of the story, the Bhagavata’s wide learning in 
sacred literature is to be brought into display. He has to elevate the listeners with his 
knowledge, drive home with wit moral and ethical principles, and move the hearts of his 
audience with his dramatic and devoted narration. In fact, as an art form, the Harikatha 
is almost a mono-drama. Undoubtedly this, along with the purana-pathana, forms the 
most effective vehicle of popular religious instruction in South India." 
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III. SOME PROBLEMS AND PROCESSES OF CULTURE CHANGE 








THE GREAT TRADITION IN A 
METROPOLITAN CENTER: MADRAS 


By MItTon SINGER 


Ti readers of “The Cultural Role of Cities” by Robert Redfield and myself, the 
linkage of a great cultural tradition with a modern metropolitan center may ap- 
pear puzzling if not incongruous.’ For in that earlier study it was suggested 
that Great Traditions get fashioned out of local folk cultures, or Little Traditions, 
through a process of continuous development by professional literati centered in 
orthogenetic towns and cities. And we also said there that in metropolitan centers, 
ancient and modern, another process—heterogenetic transformation—operates to 
destroy or supersede the great cultural traditions of an indigenous civilization. This 
transformation is carried on with the help of a new social type of professional intel- 
lectuals—the intelligentsia—who stand astride the boundaries of the cultural encounter, 
mediating the alien cultural influences to the natives and interpreting the indigenous 
culture to the foreigners. 

We also suggested in that article, however, that the two processes—that of primary 
urbanization leading to the growth of a Great Tradition in orthogenetic centers, and 
that of secondary urbanization leading to a heterogenetic transformation of that 
tradition—are not always discontinuous. There seem to be civilizations, or at least 
particular historical phases of some civilizations when they undergo imperial and 
colonial expansion, in which we can almost see how one process is succeeded by the 
other and how a new social type, the intelligentsia, takes over from the old, the literati. 
Indic civilization appeared to us to be particularly well characterized by such lines of 
continuity, and the communities of western Guatemala with their well-established 
institutions of trade and travel may even represent a simpler pre-urban phase of the 
process. 

The details of the subsequent fate of a Great Tradition as it undergoes secondary 
urbanization have, we must confess, remained shadowy because there are few intensive 
case studies to give a detailed picture. In the general literature on cultural and civiliza- 
tional history, this kind of change is usually presented as a sharp one and a change for 
the worse, representing a decadence, fossilization, or secularization of the great cultural 
traditions. Because I suspected that this common view of the matter is, in part, in- 
fluenced by a particular kind of cultural analysis—the textual study of the outstanding 
products of art and learning, abstracted from social and cultural context and the matrix 
of little and popular cultural traditions—I undertook in a preliminary way a functional 
and contextual study of what happens to a Great Tradition and its literati in a metro- 
politan urban center in South India.’ 

1. Madras as a heterogenetic and as a colonial city. Because Madras is an heterogenetic 
and was a colonial city it is a good place to investigate the effects of urbanization on 
cultural traditions. 
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The urban characteristics that usually go with large metropolitan centers are found 
in Madras city, the capital of Madras State—a large population, rapid growth, pre- 
dominance of males over females, a high proportion of immigrants, high literacy rates, a 
highly specialized nonagricultural occupational structure, an abundance of social and 
cultural facilities and organizations, and a heterogeneity of linguistic, religious, and 
ethnic and social groups. These characteristics do not always have the same high 
absolute values in Madras that they have in other metropolitan centers of the world, 
but the degree of urbanization is high if compared with the city’s hinterland in Madras 
State or with India’s present degree of urbanization. The city’s hinterland is about 
eighty percent agricultural villages and small towns, It includes a predominantly 
Telugu speaking North as well as a predominantly Tamil speaking South.* 

Located on the coastal plains of the Bay of Bengal in Southeast India, Madras is 
India’s third largest city with a population at the 1951 census of 1,416,056. This is 
exceeded only by Bombay with a population of over 2,800,000, and by Calcutta, whose 
population is over 2,500,000. The year 1921 marks an important change in Madras’ 
population growth. For at least thirty years before that date the rate of growth is 
fairly steady; after that there are a series of spurts probably induced by immigration 
to escape famine, or to take advantage of opportunities in employment or of the city’s 
medical and educational services and cultural amenities. The population figures in 
round numbers for these periods are: 1891, 450,000; 1901, 500,000; 1911, 518,000; 1921, 
526,000; 1931, 645,000; 1941, 776,000; 1951, 1,416,000. 

Before 1891, the population figures are less reliable and the earliest accurate figure 
is probably that of the 1871 census, which gives 399,552 as the population of the city. 

The steady and slow growth of Madras until very recent years has permitted the 
survival of many parts of the villages and small towns which have become incorporated 
into its limits as it has expanded. As late as 1908, the Imperial Gazetteer describes 
Madras as “‘a collection of villages.” And even today many of the pre-urban character- 
istics are visible: large tracts of unused land with palms growing on them, paddy 
fields and irrigation tanks, buffalo and washermen in the city’s rivers and lagoons, 
fishermen’s thatched huts and catamarans on the beach. The accelerated growth of 
the last twenty years is, however, quickly filling up the vacant land and sending an 
increasing number of daily commuters farther and farther out of the city on the electric 
trains. 

In its origin Madras city resembles many other pre-European towns in India and 
some mediaeval European towns: it began in 1640 as a settlement of traders around 
a fort and several villages. But because the fort was one of the trading factories of the 
English East India Company, the settlement soon developed a character and career 
distinctive of the British colonial city in Asia. These cities, like Madras, Surat, Bom- 
bay, Calcutta, at first entrepéts for European trade with Asia, later became bases 
for the spread of European political and military control over the entire country. The 
history of these cities is the story of the encounter of differing civilizations and of 
their mutual transformations. 

As early as 1688, the East India Company’s Directors in London were so impressed 
with the prosperity and growth of Madras that they decided to call it a city rather 
than a town. In 1752 it became the seat of Madras Presidency and from 1774 it was 
subject, through the Bengal government, to the control of the British parliament. 

The city’s importance as an administrative center has continued to the present, 
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with a concentration of state and union government offices. It is, however, also a fore- 
most commercial, transportation, and cultural center. With ninety-eight percent of its 
population depending on nonagricultural employments—production other than culti- 
vation, (twenty-five percent), commerce (twenty-two percent), transport (nine per- 
cent), government and professional services (forty-two percent)—and only two percent 
on agriculture, Madras is a highly urbanized metropolitan center. 

2. Localization of the Great Tradition in sacred geography and in social structure. 
Where in a metropolitan center shall we find the Great Tradition of Hinduisra? It is 
natural for a Westerner to assume that a large modern city is not a very likely place to 
look for it, but in India this assumption does not hold. It is true that the full blown 
“classic” version of the tradition as it might be constructed from selected texts is not 
evident in the city today. In fact there is not a single unequivocal version of the Great 
Tradition in Madras, but several overlapping and competing versions with varying 
degrees of admixture of regional and local traditions. This is not surprising in a study 
which begins with a functional analysis in a limited region. Only as the accumulation 
of studies in different regions and in different historical periods permits an extension 
of comparisons will we be able to say with some confidence what is common and per- 
vasive and what is local and episodic in Indian civilization as a whole. 

There are three general methods for localizing a Great Tradition within a limited 
area: through a study of its sacred geography, of its professional representatives and 
their social organization, and of its cultural performances (including religious rites and 
ceremonies). Since in this paper I shall be dealing chiefly with the third method, let 
me comment briefly on the first two. 

Although modern Madras is not a major temple city or pilgrimage center, its 
relation to the sacred geography of Hinduism is not insignificant. For the modern 
city grew up around historic temple villages like Mylapore and Triplicane whose 
large Siva and Visnu temples, respectively, continue to be actively patronized today. 
And even as the city developed under the East India Company, the local merchants 
and landlords continued to build new temples and to patronize Sanskrit scholars, 
traditional poets, musicians, and dancers.‘ It would be interesting to trace the con- 
tinuity of the historical cultural associations of the city with the neighboring religious 
and cultural centers like Kanchipuram, (the present residence of the head of the 
Sankara math), Sriperumbudur, and Tirupati, and with the many other temples and 
maths in South India, as well as with the modern temples and religious seats which have 
located in the city, e.g., the Ramakrsna Mission, the Divine Life Society, a Siva- 
Visnu temple, and a Sai Baba temple in honor of a Hindu-Muslim saint, among others. 

Contemporary Madrasis not only visit the major and minor temples (of which 
there are hundreds) within the city but also make frequent pilgrimages to other 
shrine centers in South India and in North India. This practice has been helped by 
modern improvements in transportation. Automobiles and buses, planes, and trains 
now take large numbers of pilgrims on organized tours of the major temple and 
shrine centers. These pilgrimages now tend to merge with patriotic sightseeing which 
has become popular even with the secular-minded. 

The 1951 census tells us that 81.62 percent of Madrasis declared themselves as 
Hindus, 9.91 percent as Muslims, and 7.72 percent as Christians. But we cannot 
assume without further evidence that every Hindu is a representative of the Great 
Tradition, even an active participant in it, or that there is a single system of Hinduism. 
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Hindus in Madras city are subdivided into a number of sect-like groups. The 
most important of these are the Smarta Brahmans, followers of Saikara (?788-820), 
believers in monistic or Advaita vedanta who are supposed to conform to Smsti tradi- 
tions; the Srivaispava Brahmans and non-Brahmans, followers of Ramanuja (1017-1137), 
and believers in a qualified monism; the Madhvas, predominantly Brahman followers 
of a dualistic Vaisnavite system developed by Madhva, a Canarese theologian of the 
thirteenth century; and the predominantly non-Brahman Saivasiddhantins, followers 
of a dualistic and monotheistic system of Tamil Saivism. Each of these groups has its 
distinctive theology and philosophy, canonical scriptures, ritual practices, shrines, 
and centers of religious teaching and leadership known as maths in different parts of 
the South. They do not generally intermarry. 

In addition to these major Hindu groups, there are also in Madras city small 
numbers of Sikhs, Jains, Buddhists, and Zoroastrians. Of these only the Jains exceed 
1000, numbering about 6000 in 1951. The 1951 census returned 1267 self-declared 
atheists for Madras city and very few members of the Arya Samaj, the Brahmo Samaj, 
and the Rationalists. The increase in atheism in Madras city and state (the 1921 census 
listed four for the state as a whole) is generally attributed to the active anti-religious 
propaganda of two non-Brahman organizations, the Dravidian Federation and the 
Dravidian Progressive Federation. 

The second method which I used to identify the Great Tradition in Madras city 
was essentially an application of Robert Redfield’s suggestion that a great tradition is 
cultivated and transmitted by a class of learned specialists, the literati, who have a 
definite social structure and organization. This idea is very apt for India, where for 
thousands of years a special learned and priestly class, the Brahmans, have had almost 
a monopoly as officiants, teachers, and scholars of Hinduism. And in Madras city 
I was able to locate many different kinds of these Brahman literati: temple priests, 
domestic priests, gurus, pagdits specializing in sacred law, in logic, in poetics, in Vedic 
exegesis; astrologers, ayurvedic doctors, and others. But I also found that not all 
Brahmans are literati; they are also lawyers and high court judges, businessmen, 
physicians, movie producers, authors and journalists, professors and architects, cooks 
and chauffeurs. Many of those in the higher professions have been trained abroad 
and have been agents of Westernization and modernization in India. Some of the 
literati, on the other hand, are non-Brahmans. 

These findings raise the question whether the Brahman literati in Madras are 
changing their social role, giving up their traditional role as cultivators of the Great 
Tradition (and agents of Sanskritization, as M. N. Srinivas would say)® to become 
intelligentsia, i.e., agents of Westernization and modernization. To some extent I 
believe this is occurring, but it is difficult to give a clear cut answer to this question 
because there have always been important social and status differences between priestly 
Brahmans (vaidikas) and worldly Brahmans (laukikas), because some Brahmans are 
traditionalizing and Westernizing at the same time, and because new forms of Sanskriti- 
zation have been developing under urban conditions. A detailed study of how the 
worldly Brahmans have been recruited into modern professions, of their family histories, 
of the statistics of changes in traditional occupations, of how they relate themselves to 
Hinduism, and of the ancient parallels and precedents is necessary before definite 
answers can be given. 


These sociological studies are just beginning to be made in different parts of India, 
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and I shall not report them at this time. There is some evidence, however, from Madras, 
which suggests that the Brahmans are relating themselves in new and constructive 
ways to the changes affecting Indian traditions and are not schizophrenically split 
down the middle into traditional Indian and modern Western halves. This evidence 
is indirect and comes chiefly from observation of cultural changes. I should like to 
present some of it because it is intrinsically interesting and also because it illustrates 
a third method of approach to the problem of urbanization and culture change. 

3. Localization of the Great Tradition in cultural structure: comparative analysis of 
cultural performances. This third method emerged naturally in the application of the 
second method. Whenever Madrasi Brahmans (and non-Brahmans, too, for that matter) 
wished to exhibit to me some feature of Hinduism, they always referred to, or invited 
me to see, a particular rite or ceremony in the life cycle, in a temple festival, or in 
the general sphere of religious and cultural performances. Reflecting on this in the 
course of my interviews and observations, I found that the more abstract generali- 
zations about Hinduism (my own as well as those I heard) could generally be checked, 
directly or indirectly, against these observable performances. The idea then occurred 
to me that these performances could be regarded as the most concrete observable 
units of Indian culture, the analysis of which might lead to more abstract structures 
within a comprehensive cultural system. Looking at performances from this point of 
view, it soon became evident that the rites and ceremonies performed as ritual obli- 
gations, usually by domestic or temple priests, had many elements in common with 
the more secular cultural performances in the theatre, concert hall, radio programs and 
films, and that these linkages revealed not only the outlines of a cultural structure but 
many indications of trend and process of change in that structure. 

Through an analysis and comparison of these cultural performances and their con- 
stituents, e.g., the media and themes, the place and occasion of performance, the 
performers, the audience, it is possible to construct the structure and organization of 
particular kinds of performances. Then by tracing the linkages among these structures 
and organizations it is possible to arrive at the more comprehensive and abstract con- 
structs of cultural structure, cultural value system, and a Great Tradition. To the 
extent that exact dates or relative temporal orderings are available for the different 
performances or their constituents, it is also possible to analyze continuities, trends, 
and processes of change in these structures and organizations. Given such data about 
the persistences and transformations of cultural traditions, it is then possible to relate 
these persistences and changes to urbanization and other relevant causal conditions. 

This method is an operational one: it begins with concrete units which can be 
directly observed, the cultural performances, and proceeds, through analysis and ab- 
straction, to constructions which are not directly observable at all or only indirectly 
so. It thus makes up two methodological deficiencies in holistic concepts of culture— 
directly observable units of observation and a “ladder of abstraction” that leads from 
these units to the holistic constructs. In studies of the relations of urbanization to 
culture change it is more usual to begin at the societal end—with particular social 
groupings, their structure, organization, interrelationships; the impingement on them 
of economic, demographic, geographical, and other changes. This, too, is a legitimate 
procedure and is required in a complete analysis of the problem to complement the 
procedure which begins with cultural traditions. 

I shall now present some examples of the method of comparative analysis of cul- 
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tural performances. The generalizations to be considered concern the changes in 
religious orientation adopted by Madrasi Brahmans under the influence of the urban 
environment. These changes are verbalized by some of the Brahmans as involving a 
change in preference among the ancient paths to religious salvation within Hinduism. 

4.1. The widening path of devotion in urban culture. An easier path to salvation: 
Bhakti. The path of ritual observance (karma-marga or karma-yoga) and the path of 
devotion (bhakti-marga or bhakti-yoga) are two of the three standard paths within 
Hinduism that lead to eternal bliss and salvation. The third path is that of knowledge 
(jfiana-marga or jnana-yoga). The three paths have been interpreted as providing a 
variety of roads open to an individual depending on his degree of spiritual evolution 
and type of personality: 


. .. to those intent on work, there is Karma-yoga, the path of fulfilling the ordained duties 
and performing such meritorious acts as have been perscribed by scriptures. To those who 
are of an emotional nature, whose heart is not satisfied with impersonal acts or principles of 
ethical conduct and in whom there is an inner cry for hugging a supreme personality to 
whom it could pour forth its love and homage, there is the path of devotion, Bhakti-yoga. 
And to those of the highest class who can revel only in the Abstract, there is the path of 
knowledge, Jnana-yoga, and the goal of realising the one impersonal Absolute Brahman, 
which is of the essence of Being, Light, and Bliss, Sat, Chit, and Ananda. Truly cultivated, 
these are not mutually conflicting, but different paths to the one ultimate goal.* 


What is particularly significant about these paths in Madras city today is that orthodox 
Brahmans traditionally committed to the paths of ritual observance and of knowledge 
are turning to the path of devotion, that they seem to be doing this as a result of 
moving to the city, and, finally, that the paths themselves are acquiring some new 


content and form in an urban setting. 

There is a very general consensus among the Brahmans of Madras city that they 
have neglected the paths of knowledge (jana marga) and the path of ritual observance 
(karma marga). It is the path of devotion (bhakti marga) which is now most popular 
and considered to be a last defense against atheism. As one public speaker put it: “We 
modern men and women who have learnt, or are being taught, that we need not follow 
the Sastras but can follow our own inclinations, are sure to derive very great spiritual 
profit and mental comfort by studying the hymns of the popular saints.” This is a con- 
stant refrain in the speeches of cultural leaders, who never tire of extolling devotional 
puranic recitations, plays, films, music and dance concerts as an accessible path to 
salvation open to “modern” man. Even Svami Safkaracarya, the spiritual leader of 
advaitins in Madras state, who does not regard bhakti as a very deep or lasting form of 
Hinduism, has sponsored conferences of Tamil hymn singing for “inculcating the 
spirit of bhakti among the people at a time when atheists were doing their best to 
poison the minds of youngsters through propaganda.” 

This turning to devotional religion is, in part, a response to anti-religious movements 
and trends, and, in part, represents a distinctive development of religious and popular 
culture in an urban enviroment. To some extent, this development is a continuation 
or revival of traditional devotional movements in which Brahmans have always played 
a leading part, but it has also entered into modern cultural and mass media and serves 
new needs. 

Bhakti movements are very old in India and have been traced all the way back to 
Vedas.* Most generally, however, they have been associated with the post-Vedic and 
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post-Buddhist sectarian movements: Vaisnaivite primarily in North India, Saivite 
and Vaisnaivite in South India. In Tamil tradition there are sixty-three Saivite singing 
poet saints (called mayanars) whose canon of hymns (deva@ram) was collected in the 
tenth century A.D., and twelve Vaisnaivite singing poet saints (called Ajvars), whose 
canon of hymns (divyaprabandham) was collected in the eleventh century. These 
hymns, together with the Bhagavata purana, particularly the story of Krsna’s life, 
are part of the scriptures of Tamil Saivism and Vaisnavism, and have been placed on 
a par with the Vedic and Agamic scriptures. 

Traditionally the doctrine of bhakti taught that religious merit and even salvation 
could be acquired by those deficient in sastric learning, ritual observance, and ascetic 
penances if they would but love the Lord and sing His name and praises in the presence 
of other devotees (called bha@gavatas). This doctrine gave the movement a mildly anti- 
caste and anti-intellectual tone. The following verses illustrate this mood of many of 
the Tamil hymns: 


Though they give me the jewels from Indra’s abode, 

Though they grant me dominion o’er earth, yea o’er heaven, 
If they be not the friends of our lord Mahadev, 

What care I for wealth by such ruined hands giv’n? 


But if they love Siva, who hides in His hair 

The river of Gaga, then whoe’er they be, 
Foul lepers, or outcastes, yea slayers of kine, 

To them is my homage, gods are they to me. 


Why bathe in Gafiga’s stream, or Kaviri? 
Why go to Comorin in Kofgu’s land? 

Why seek the waters of the sounding sea? 
Release is theirs, and theirs alone, who call 
In every place upon the Lord of all. 


Why chant the Vedas, hear the Sastras’ lore? 
Why daily teach the books of righteousness? 
Why the Vedaiigas six say o’er and o’er? 
Release is theirs, and theirs alone, whose heart 
From thinking of its Lord shall ne’er depart. 


Why roam the jungle, wander cities through? 
Why plague life with unstinting penance hard? 
Why eat no flesh, and gaze into the blue? 
Release is theirs, and theirs alone, who cry 
Unceasing to the Lord of wisdom high. 


Why fast and starve, why suffer pains austere? 

Why climb the mountains, doing penance harsh? 
Why go to bathe in waters far and near? 

Release is theirs, and theirs alone, who call 

At every time upon the Lord of all.® 


These sentiments of an easier path to salvation have naturally been popular among 
non-Brahmans and lower castes. They have given devotional groups the distinctive 
emotional tone of a brotherhood of mystical devotees of Krsna or of Siva. Among some 
devotional groups in contemporary Madras, this emotional tone persists, but the 
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brotherhood is now conceived in terms of modern democratic and equalitarian ideology. 
And Brahmans from orthodox families have become active participants and leaders 
of the devotional movement. The devotional movement in Madras city has become 
ecumenical, an expression of democratic aspirations within Hinduism. It links village 
and town, traditional and modern, the folk and classical, the sacred and secular spheres 
of culture. It brings together, at least within the religious and cultural sphere, dif- 
ferent castes and sects, different linguistic and religious communities. Historically, 
devotional movements have had similar tendencies but have usually resulted in the 
formation of exclusive sects. The contemporary movement does not so much inspire 
sectarian and denominational formations as a diffuse emotion of brotherhood which 
softens the rough edges of group differences. 

4.2. Urban pastoral: bhajans. The kind of cultural performance which is closest in 
form and spirit to the older bhakti movements is a form of group hymn singing called 
bhajans. These are very informally organized as part of temple processions around the 
streets of the city, or in private homes and halls. Older men distinguished for their 
devotion and knowledge of the songs (and known as bhagavatars) act as bhajan leaders, 
but many bhajan groups meet without special leaders. Some of the leading singers, of 
whom there are about roo in Madras city, come from families who have been devotees 
for four or five generations. Every Saturday night it is usual for these groups to hold 
a bhajan at home with friends. These usually last three or four hours from 7 to 10:30 at 
night and consist chiefly in chanting of the Lord’s name and singing of devotional songs. 
A larger all-night Shajan is held about once a month. For these, it is usual to have a 
leader who knows the technique and also some musicians. The more elaborate of these 
long dhajans include not only chanting of the Lord’s name, but a greater variety of songs 
and an acting out by the devotees of the story of Krsna and his beloved milkmaids or 
gopis, as well as of the wedding of Radha and Krsya. 

A full bhajan program, several of which I attended, includes a complete pija to 
Krsna, who is invoked with songs, in lithographs on the walls, and in a lamp placed on 
the floor in the center of a circle of devotees. All of the “attentions” (upacaras) offered 
to a temple image by a priest are offered to the lamp by the singing devotees. The 
offerings are chiefly in the songs, although some articles like fans, garlands, and sandal 
paste are also used. 

One leading devotee, a well educated Shagavatar who very kindly gave me running 
comments on the dhajan in which he was participating, explained that these “‘atten- 
tions”’ represent “‘services of all kinds.”” My devotee friend declared: “We let the Lord 
enjoy all kinds of happiness, comforts, conveniences and so forth. We offer all these to 
Him as servants or Devotees who always think in this way, ‘What shall I do to the 
Lord next? What service shall I offer? Shall I hold an umbrella for Him? Shall I fan 
Him? Shall I do this thing for Him? Shall I do that thing for Him?’ and so forth. 
We do all imaginable kinds of service to Him.” 

As they sit singing in a circle around the lamp, the devotees imagine themselves 
to be milkmaids or gopis playing with Krsna. “The philosophy here,” the dhdgavatar 
explained, “is that all men and women in the world are spiritually women, and the 
Lord alone is male, because the woman’s love for her lord or husband is the only 
greatest possible love, and we can acquire such great love only by imagining ourselves 
as women—as the gopis—and love the Lord, calling after him.” 

The marriage of Radha and Krsna in a complete Shajan is a replica of an orthodox 
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Hindu marriage. The form of it, according to the dhagavatar, was supposed to have 
originated in Sita’s marriage to Ram. In bhajans the Vedic part is usually left out, but 
all the rest is included, with the pictures of Radha and Krsna, and the devotees, 
playing the roles of bride and bridegroom. A marriage string (¢a/z) is put on Radha’s 
neck in the picture; the devotees’ feet and those on the pictures are painted with 
sandal paste or turmeric powder; the pictures are taken in procession, flowers are thrown, 
pan supart is offered, a miniature swing is used, etc. Some of the Radha-Krsna love songs 
for this part of the bhajan are taken from Jayadeva’s Gita-Govinda and sung in Sanskrit. 

The songs and dances of the bhajan follow a definite sequence which is known to 
experienced devotees and can also be learned irom printed books. The songs come from 
various traditional sources—the Bhagavata Purana, and from the regional devotional 
songs. Some are in Sanskrit, others in Tamil, Telugu, Hindi, Marathi. There are many 
songs in praise of the ten incarnations of Visnu and also some in praise of Siva, “‘to 
show that we do not dislike Siva though we have been praising Krsna all along.” 

The dances include the Ras Krida, a Krsna dance, and the Kummi and Kolattam, 
both folk dances, the former usually performed by women at work. These dances were 
called “‘sports” by my 4hagavatar informant, a translation of /#/@. They represent the 
gopis’ expression of joy at being with Krsna. “There may be several other sports as 
well—all imagined to be resorted to by the gopis as they are now most happy, having 
got back Krsna and enjoying His company once again. Happy people will sport in a 
variety of ways.” 

In the eyes of the devotees the climax of the bhajan comes when they embrace one 
another and roll on the floor to take the dust of each other’s feet. A young devotee, 
a college instructor and the dhagavatar’s son, explained that this part of the bhajan 
expresses “the spirit of equality without respect to young or old, caste or creed. Each 
devotee shows that he considers the others as his equals and is willing to worship them 
as the Lord.” One of the verses which they sing at this point says: “Let us purify 
ourselves with the dust that has fallen from the feet of the devotees. Let us praise the 
two glorious feet of our guru. Let us enjoy the bliss by mutual embraces and attain 
ecstacy.” 

Local interest in bhajans has greatly increased in the last twenty years. Non- 
Brahmans as well as Brahmans hold dhajans, although Brahmans predominated at the 
ones I attended. There are bhajans of the “sitting type” where only Tamil songs— 
usually from the Deva@ram’°—are sung and where Brahmans do not give the lead. Non- 
Brahman Vaisnaiva bhajan halls and bhajan parties are also common. 

The group of about fifteen to twenty devotees I had seen at two dhajans 
are mostly Brahmans and have been doing these dhajans together for about six or 
seven years. They are all personal friends and have generally developed their friend- 
ship from meeting at the dhajans. “That is why the dhajans are so good; they make us 
friends. We accept all, we accept even foreigners.” 

Women who attend the dhajans may also join the singing, although they usually 
sit silently on the side. In the last ten years there have been efforts to organize all- 
female bhajans where women do the singing and the men are silent. In fact, there are 
now probably as many of these dhajans of women as there are bhajans of men. 

4.3. Bhakti in the storytelling media. A \ess dramatic kind of devotional performance 
consists of readings and recitations from the epics and puragas. India is a story-telling 
civilization. Stories from the Ramayana, the Mahabharata, and the Bhagavata Purana 





356 Journal of American Folklore 


are a staple upon which the Indian imagination feeds in all parts of the country. While 
I was in Madras I saw hundreds of people daily sitting in public halls avidly listening 
to the recitation of these familiar stories. The reciters were usually professionals 
(called pauragikas); some were Brahmans, some non-Brahmans, some were Saivite, 
some Vaisnavite, and there were women as well as men among them. One woman I 
heard usually had an audience chiefly of women, while the male reciters drew mixed 
audiences but with the men sitting on one side of the hall and the women and children 
on the other. The style of recitation varied from the austere erudite manner of the 
pandit who would not depart from the Sanskrit texts he knew well, to the folksy, 
humorous, and anecdotal manner of the reciter who traded on his histrionic and comic 
talents rather than on his learning. An individual recitation lasts about two or three 
hours, although it is customary to arrange a sequence lasting seven or fifteen days. 

Not all the reciters were professionals. In the home, parents and grandparents will 
tell the stories to the children. And if the householder is orthodox, he will also read, 
or have read, a canto from the Ramayana (or Mahabharata, or a purana) every day 
as part of his morning prayers. Because the section on the discovery of Sita (sundara 
kanda) has greater merit, it will be read at the rate of seven cantos a day. This ritual type 
of reading is usually done in the Sanskrit text, and is carried on over a period of about 
a year and a half until the entire epic is completed. Then a new cycle of reading is 
begun either in the same text or in another one like the Mahabharata. 

Recitation of stories from the epics and purapas, whether done by amateurs or 
professionals, in ritual Sanskrit, or in the vernacular, is only one of the media through 
which these themes are presented. The same stories may also be sung in ballads, danced, 
dramatized, painted in pictures, carved on temple towers, and written in books. Each 
medium has its own special development and combines in many ways with several of 
the others. This variety of storytelling media is reflected in the numerous Sanskrit 
words for “story” —katha, harikatha, kalakshepa, pravacana. 

Historically all of these media have been used to communicate and transmit the 
traditional religious culture. Professional specialists in these media are known from 
remote times, performing in the temples of village and town and in palace courts 
on the occasion of religious festivals, weddings, and royal celebrations. These media 
came to have a special “popular” function because the masses of the people were not 
ritually excluded from them as they were from Vedic ceremonies and recitations. For 
the orthodox, this distinction persists today, the Vedic culture being reserved to the 
Brahmans and “‘twice-born,” the epic and puranic literature being the vehicle of dis- 
semination for the “masses.”!! Yet many changes have occurred and are occurring to 
blur and shift the distinction. Non-Brahmans, Siidras, and untouchables, are being 
given direct access, not only to temples, but to Vedic rites, artificially revived, and 
to discourses on the Upanisads. Brahmans participate not only as performers, patrons, 
and organizers of the popular cultural media, but have become an eager audience 
for them. The development of the newer mass media of print, radio, and movies 
has not eliminated the older cultural media and these traditional themes, but has trans- 
formed and incorporated them. The increasing concentration of population in urban 
centers has also brought with it changes in cultural media, specialists, and places and 
occasions of performance. How far all these changes have produced a mass, secular 
culture different in values and in organization from the traditional religious culture 
is a question which I shall now consider. 
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4.4. Cultural effects of mass media. Mass media like the movies, the radio, the daily 
newspaper, and the printed book tend to reinforce the trend towards greater populari- 
zation. Whether privately or governmentally controlled, they cannot afford to cater 
to a limited caste, sect, or linguistic group but must seek to maximize the audiences 
for continuous performances of their media. Popular entertainment is for them a 
more important value than religious merit and salvation. The technology and organi- 
zation of the mass media make these shifts possible and introduce, as well, new char- 
acteristics in the cultural transmission which are quite different from the traditional 
cultural media. 

Most important of these characteristics is that the mass medium produces an im- 
personal record—on paper, wax, wire, tape, or film—which exists separately from both 
performer and audience and can be mechanically reproduced. This makes it possible 
to send the program to mass audiences quickly and in practically any location. 

There is a further difference in quality as well as in quantity. The mass media 
develop their own times, places, and occasions of performance on a principle of con- 
tinuous daily “showings.” This cuts them off from the ceremonial calendar geared to 
the important events of the life cycle and of the agricultural cycle which were the 
major occasions for the cultural media. On these new occasions and cultural stages it 
becomes possible to by-pass the distinctions of caste, sect, language, and sponsorship 
that were important in the traditional performances. Another difference is that the 
cultural media were equally at home in village and in town, and travelling performers 
used to spread a living cultural network over the countryside. The mass media, on the 
other hand, are centered in the large city, and require elaborate mechanical equipment 
and personnel to operate. Although their programs are sent to towns and villages, it is 
the impersonal record and not the performers who travel. They remain in the urban 
centers. 

These distinctions tend to place the mass media in a relation to the traditional 
culture, its social structure, and its religious values, which is very different from the 
relation of the cultural media to those traditional elements. A constant repetition of 
themes in the mass media is no longer regarded, at least by the producers, as ‘eternally 
new,” but is merely a source of dependable income or an obstacle to novelty. The 
cultural tradition which in India is thought of as being transmitted from what has 
been revealed to the seers (Sruti) and through that which is remembered (smrti), by 
pandits and storytellers, undergoes a transformation when it is transmitted impersonally 
over the mass media without the benefit of seers, gurus, or reciters. 

4.5. Bhakti in the films. But even these changes introduced by the mass media have 
not yet resulted in a secularization of religious culture. Print, radio, and film are used 
to disseminate puranic stories and devotional music, and dhakti-inspired audiences 
have their own ways of personalizing the impersonal mass media. In Tirupati, in some 
of the bigger temples of the Tamil country, and in Annamalai University, the loud- 
speaker and gramophone record are used to broadcast devotional music, hymns and 
prayers. Recently, the availability of tape recorders at about Rs. 1,000/ has led to a 
number of people keeping recordings of such devotional recitals at home and listening 
to them regularly. The hymns recited at the Tirupati shrine in the small hours of the 
morning to wake up the Lord have been tape recorded and kept by some devotees. 

The example of the “mythological” and “devotional” films is instructive. During 
our stay in Madras, a non-Brahman and practically illiterate chauffeur kept urging 





358 Journal of American Folklore 


us to see the film “‘Avvayyar,” which was then very popular and which he character- 
ized only in an enthusiastic murmur as “bhakti, bhakti.” We did eventually get to see 
this film and also to interview its producers. The story is about the female saint and 
poet, Avvayyar, of the Tamil country who goes about performing miracles with her de- 
votional songs. Usually each song is connected with an incident teaching a moral lesson, 
and as it is sung, the incident is dramatized on the screen. A giant image of GaneSa 
was kept in the theater lobby. 

This technique of narrative song sequence in the ““Avvayyar” film has also been used 
in other devotional and historical films as well as in radio dramas and in epiclike nar- 
ratives about Ghandi and the Congress Party struggle for independence. It is an adap- 
tation of a village ballad form called “bow song” (vij/u pagfu) to urban mass media.!* 
One person responsible for these adaptations was the producer and director of the 
“Avvayyar” film. He is a folk poet by avocation and is known as “the Bobby Burns 
of Tamil,” and has a nickname which means “soaked in the soil.”” He has composed 
over 1000 folksongs in village meter on harvest festivals, weddings, war, and modern 
themes. The village background of folk plays, folksongs, ballads, and puranic recitations 
to which he was exposed as a child have provided him, he believes, with great literary 
wealth. His was the only Brahman family in the village and their relation to the non- 
Brahmans was very good. He came to Madras in 1935 at the age of twenty-five, but 
mentally he still lives, he says, in the village. He goes back at least once each year. And 
in town he tries to live as in the village with some thirty-five to forty relatives under 
one roof—including four different generations. 

The “‘Avvayyar” picture is expected by its producers to run five years and make a 
large profit for the company. Its great success has encouraged Indian film producers 
to turn once more to “devotionals” and “‘mythologicals” as dependable sources of 
investment. One film producer stated that ‘about eighty percent of the stories in 
Indian movies are now traditional, reflecting the desire of the movie companies to 
play for safety by relying on the familiar. Many, of these traditional stories are drawn 
from the epics and purdgas or from stories about the lives of regional saints like 
Avvayyar or Caitanya: e 

This trend, which represents a return to the mythological themes of the early 
Indian films, is considered regressive by some of the modern producers. They do not 
feel that this traditional subject matter is as “educational” as “social” or “landscape” 
films. The educational value of the “mythological,” according to one producer, is 
restricted to “what has already happened.” This comment sounds paradoxical to a 
Westerner, but probably reflects the Indian’s realistic acceptance of his mythology. 
This same producer also worries a good deal about whether a medium like the films is, 
not too powerful in a country like India, “where people are so ready to believe.’’ He 
seemed particularly impressed by the case of an actor who played the role of a saint 
in one devotional film and was for several years afterwards followed around and wor- 
shipped by large crowds as if he were really a saint. 

On the other hand, this producer is convinced that the filmmaker must think of 
the Indian “man in the street,” the rickshaw puller in the city, and the villager, as 
his audience, and suit the film to their tasté and understanding. Film music and dancing 
cannot be classical or even authentically Indian. Film music is a mixture of Spanish, 
Hawaiian, and Indian, and the dancing is a mixture of streamlined classical Indian 
dances and European styles like the waltz. 
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Not all Indian films have traditional or devotional themes. As in the United States, 
comedy and variety films are also very popular. There is an Indian “Costello” who is 
in such great demand at the studios in Calcutta, Bombay, and Madras that he spends 
much of his time flying from one studio to another. This emphasis, too, needs no special 
justification in the filmmakers’ minds: “The cinema is often all the rickshaw puller 
or the villager has. It has to combine everything in an evening’s entertainment—danc- 
ing, comedy, fighting, romance, and lots of songs.” The villagers see the films in the 
nearest towns or in the village at the mobile theaters sent out by the film companies 
or the government. The government films are documentaries, shorts, and information 
films, and must also be shown in urban theaters. 

4.6. The folk-urban continuum in dramatic cultural media. Comedy, variety, social, 
and educational films belong to an international urban culture and are not especially 
associated with the devotional outlook, as the mythological, devotional, and historical 
films are. Yet even these purer “international” films retain many distinctive Indian 
features—traditional song and dance forms, the combining of many different media 
in one program, the long and rambling sequences, the use of regional languages. The 
mass media have brought in new urban forms of dtvotional and nondevotional story 
telling, but they are also still linked in themes and techniques to the folk and traditional 
storytelling media. ° ° 

A very similar continuum can be traced in popular urban drama. The village folk 
play (terukkiittu) has migrated with the low caste communities and thrives on city lots 
as vigorously as it once did around village temples. As in the village, these are all-night 
performances, given about four times a year during festivals and important occasions. 
The actors are all amateurs, young men of the community who are rehearsed for several 
months by an older man who happens to know the plays. The most popular of these 
are based on incidents from the Mahabharata and Ramayana and from Tamil epics 
and legends all familiar to the audience. Comic interludes and farce, usually having no 
relation to the play, help to sustain interest through the night. There are also presenta- 
tions of garlands and gifts to the leading actors on first appearance because they are 
the important people who organize the plays and raise the money for city license 
fees. This little ceremony and the colorful costumes of the leads gives a touch of 
glamor to the kerosene lighted, roped off lot on which Arjuna and Draupadi, Rama 
and Sita, Kovalan and Kannaki act and sing their roles. 

While the folk play persists unchanged in the city, there has also developed within 
the last fifty years a form of popular devotional drama that corresponds to the devo- 
tional films and the urbanized forms of puranic recitation. Specializing as these other 
media do in mythological, devotional, and historical themes, the devotional play 
incorporates with its bright costumes, professional lighting, and stage effects some 
elements of the court theater and of the modern stage. To a Western observer, the 
action in these devotional plays seems predominantly of a tableau form, with occasional 
songs and dances and numerous sound and trick stage effects. This serves to high- 
dight the mythological incidents and personages and to present each in as luminous 
a manner as might be desired from a chromolithograph. * * 

These devotional plays are probably the most popular dramatic performances in 
Madras, with all classes of the population paying to see them at a commercial theater. 
They have been developed by a professional actor and producer, “Nawab” Raja- 
Manickam, who has a reputation for bhakti. Before the curtain goes up on one of his « 
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plays, puffs of smoke roll out under it and from the sides indicating that he is performing 
a puja to Gane$. He has produced plays based on Ramdas and the life of Christ, as 
well as on south Indian deities like Murugan, to teach the message of devotion and 
national unity. The first scene in the Murugan play, “Kumara Vijayam,” opens with 
a singing tableau representing Indian unity. Various figures, all young boys, appear 
with papier-maché heads of Gandhi, Nehru, and other Indian leaders, as well as re- 
gional types, against a backdrop showing a temple, a mosque, and a Christian church. 

This devotional drama is a more colorful and urbanized form of the folk play. It 
is performed by professionals on a commercial stage for mixed audiences and uses 
modern stage techniques. Its themes remain devotional and its tableaus are more 
akin to the painted scenes on temple towers than to the modern theater. 

Within the last fifty years, however, there has been rapidly developing in the city 
a modern theater which cuts across caste and sect and has some resemblances to western 
theater. Sponsored at first by amateur dramatic societies, particularly of male college 
students, this movement is now in the hands of professional companies, performing in 
permanent theater halls. The amateurs, particularly the Suguna Vilasa Sabha, under- 
took to stage a great variety of plays in a variety of languages, Kalidasa in Sanskrit, 
Shakespeare in English, and plays in Tamil, Telugu, Kanarese, and Hindi. They also 
occasionally took them to the country and to Ceylon. The professionals are more 
limited in scope. As in the cinema, which is the chief medium now for popular drama, 
the aim is to reach a wide audience, so Tamil is the major language. Types of plays 
are categorized, again as in the film, into devotionals, mythologicals, and historicals 
on the one hand and socials and comedies on the other. The first group is regarded 
as representing the indigenous Indian theater, and the latter as being largely Western 
influenced. The Sanskrit drama is virtually neglected by the professionals, although 
a recent Sanskrit revival may bring it back into popular esteem. In the National 
Drama Festival organized in 1955 in New Delhi by the newly formed National Academy 
of Drama, a performance of Kalidasa’s Sakuntala started the program. In the regional 
competition for this festival in Madras, of the six plays presented, all were in Tamil 
and one had the English title, “Oh, What a Girl.” The play finally selected for pres- 
entation in New Delhi, after some controversy among several local drama groups, 
was a Tamil historical play. 

The social play replaces the traditional puranic stories and the traditional media of 
presentation with modern problems and prose dialogues. It corresponds to the novel, 
the short story, and modern poetry, and tends in the main to be cultivated by a similar 
group of people, those with modern education and in the middle and upper classes. 
The urban theater prefers to use Tamil and the other Indian vernaculars or even 
English. It is also more secular than the traditional drama in being less determined by 
caste and sect. Performances are in public halls open to all who can pay the price of 
admission. The times and occasions of performance are not geared to temple festivals 
or other religious occasions; they are brief and are set in accordance with the commercial 
and cultural exigencies as perceived by the owners of the theater halls, the performers, 
and their organizers and sponsors. In these respects, dramatic media resemble the 
cinema and the radio and tend to develop their own “festival” calendar. 

The involvement of drama in the political arena is reminiscent of the storytelling 
media. Both the state government and the national government have shown active 
interest in dramatic activities. In addition to the officially sponsored academies and 





The Great Tradition in a Metropolitan Center: Madras 361 


drama festivals, there has also been use of dramatic media to tell villagers the story of 
independence, of the five-year plan, and of specific projects for village improvement. 
Both the traditional and modern dramatic forms have been employed for this purpose. 
And not only the government has made this political use of drama. Private voluntary 
groups, opposition political parties and movements have also made similar use of this 
medium. An attempt by some followers of the Dravidian Progressive Federation to 
enact a dramatic parody of the Ramayana has recently led in Madras State to riots 
and to highly restrictive legislation regulating dramatic performances. 

5. The Classicists, Pervading almost all cultural media and mass media and appeal- 
ing to all classes of the population, the path of devotion has become a main highway. It 
is nothing exceptional that Brahmans, too, should find themselves on it as performers, 
patrons, and audience. Those belonging to Bhagavata sects of course find this situation 
congenial to their traditions, despite the novel elements that have appeared in it. 
Many Smirtas, too, have been drawn into it, although their tradition has stressed the 
paths of knowledge and ritual more than that of devotion. 

Not everyone, however, has taken this path of bhakti. Beside it and overlapping it, 
another path, far smaller, is clearly discernible. This is the path of classical art cul- 
tivated by a very distinctive class of patrons, critics and connoisseurs, among whom 
Brahmans predominate. 

The classicists are not regular or frequent participants in dhajans, which they 
regard as too emotional and uncontrolled a form of religious expression, suitable per- 
haps for less cultivated people. If they go to puranic recitations, they prefer the austere 
Pauranika who knows the Sanskrit texts well and adheres faithfully to them, to the 
reciter who caters to popular tastes and humor. They may not themselves always 
have sufficient Sanskrit to follow, but they nevertheless insist on purity of standards. 

The musical form of puranic recitation known as harikatha they consider as an 
art form superior both to dhajans and to traditional recitation without music. In the 
field of the drama, they fail to see how the modern social play has improved on the 
classical play and they prefer the devotional and folk play to the “social.” Highest in 
their esteem are the classical South Indian dance, the 4h@rata natyam, and the classical 
South Indian or Carnatic music, vocal and instrumental, which they regard as the 
very peak of asthetic achievement. 

For the classical critics there is, in other words, a definite hierarchy of cultural 
media and performances. This hierarchy does not only depend on the general character 
of the media, but on the degree of sophistication, knowledge of the art tradition, and 
cultivation of taste with which they are rendered. As one ascends the hierarchy, the 
values of popular entertainment as well as of bhakti become less and less, and the values 
of “pure art” become more important. The “‘pure art” at the top is to some extent 
an “art for art’s sake,” but it is not completely secularized. It represents a fourth 
and distinctive path to release and the absolute, and a kind of sublimation of the paths 
of ritual observance and of knowledge. 

5.1. Story and song: harikatha. The distinctive technique of reciting, called 
harikatha kalaksepam, uses songs in several languages, Sanskrit, Tamil, Telugu, Kan- 
nada, Marathi, and Hindi; dramatic exposition in Tamil, and musical accompaniment, 
and is considered an art form since it demands a knowledge of music, languages, and 
dramatic technique. This form of Aarikatha was developed in the Tanjore Court 
about 100 years ago through adaptation of a Maharashtrian form. The Senior Madras 
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performer in this technique is Saraswati Bai, a lady Brahman noted for her knowl- 
edge of music, both North Indian as well as South Indian, a gifted voice, excellent 
pronunciation of a wide range of Indian languages, and for erudition and good taste 
in the selection of song and story material. Her style of harikatha is regarded as unique 
because it combines the best styles of her predecessors. 

Krishna Bhagavatar of Tanjore is credited with the creation of the distinctive 
Tamil harikatha from the Maharashtrian model. Saraswati Bai, who claims descent 
from him through her guru or teacher, believes that this form began in the South in 
the nineteenth century. In a personal interview she gave the following account: 


Before that there were just long recitations of stories from the Ramayana and other 
Puranas. During the reign of the Maharatta Court, a harikath@ artist from the North, 
Ramachandra Morgar Bhava, came on a pilgrimage to Tanjore. He came during the four 
sacred months—July-October—when he was not supposed to travel. So he stayed at the court 
and gave harikatha performances. The princess heard him and was very much impressed because 
this was very different from the pauragika’s way of telling stories. She had a protege, Krishna 
Bhagavatar, at the court who was then 14 years old and was learning the violin. She and the 
minister wanted him to learn Aarikatha and simply from watching R. M. Bhava, he learned 
the art in one year. 

The princess then arranged for performances on successive days, the old man performing 
the first day, and the boy the second. After it was over she said that Bhava’s performance 
must be heard but the boy’s performance must be heard and seen. She meant that the boy’s 
acting and dancing were improvements over the singing of Bhava. Krishna Bhagavatar 
also introduced Tamil as the language of the narration. Bhava had used Maharatti. He was 
a Maharashtrian Brahmin. My guru knew and admired Krishna Bhagavatar. 


Her guru, Pandit K. Krishnachar, was a Sanskrit pagdit in the Christian College of 
Madras, and although himself not a bhagavatar, was a thorough student of the art 
and of South Indian music. He gave up his teaching duties at the College when he 
decided to train S.B. as a harikatha performer. He taught Saraswati Bai Sanskrit as 
well as harikatha and was always present at his pupil’s performances even when she 
toured. 

Saraswati Bai has been awarded several titles, including that of “‘expert musician”’ 
(Gayan Patu) and “expert in harikatha performance”’ (Kirtan Patu) and several others. 

She considers herself as equally a storyteller, a singer, and religious teacher. “‘All 
three must be present in equal proportion; no one is primary.”’ She does not restrict 
her moral teaching to one special lesson or sect but teaches about Hinduism. She per- 
forms before both Vaisnavite and Saivite sects. She herself comes from a Madhva 
Brahman family. Her repertoire includes stories about Siva, Visnu, Subrahmanya, 
and many other gods. These are usually taken from the Ramayana, Mahabharata, 
minor purayas, and the hagiology of the saints. When I asked whether she repeated 
the same story many times, she said that she did but insisted that there is no such 
thing as “‘repetition.” People love to hear the same story over and over and will call 
for it in advance. A popular favorite is the story of Nandanar, the Tamil Saivite 
Harijan saint, which she thinks she has told at least 10,000 times. 


The occasions on which she performs include festivals and festivities, usually of 
special castes; marriages; temple festivals; before institutes and sabhds associations and 
before Maharajas. She has performed before the Maharajas of Mysore, Travancore, 
Cochin, and others. “Three generations have heard me; I have been doing it for forty- 
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eight years.” Marriages are the most frequent occasions, festivities next, temple festivals 
next, performances for sabh@s and Maharajas least. Temple festivals are now slightly 
less frequent occasions probably, she thinks, because of the spread of atheism. To some 
extent, too, musical associations and concerts are taking the place of temple festivals. 

She is willing ‘‘to tell any kind of story everywhere, provided it is about God. But 
the essence must be devotion (Shakti) and I would not sacrifice this anywhere.” 
Harikatha she thinks is the most appropriate medium for the expression of Shakti. In 
a public speech she said: “Music is not only a medium of entertainment in this world 
but also the means of realizing the Godhead.” 

She has given harikatha performances all over India, as well as abroad, in Calcutta, 
Bombay, Banaras, Rangoon, and Ceylon. Before foreign audiences who do not under- 
stand her Tamil narration, she always selects songs in the language of the region, and 
with these and her “mono-acting” she can hold them. The audiences are, of course, 
already familiar with the stories and have shown great enthusiasm wherever she went. 

She has also travelled to the villages. “I have not spared a single village and not 
a single village has spared me.”’ Whenever she travelled by cart, crowds of villagers 
would come out to greet her and would follow her from one village to another. The 
arrangements for village performances are usually made by a landlord who invites her 
for a marriage or a temple festival. The landlord gives a fee for her, her musicians, 
and her guru; the villagers will also give her shawls and other presents. The musicians 
include a drummer who has been with her for nearly forty years, a harmonium player 
who has been with her for nearly as long, and a supporting singer who also plays 
cymbals. The harmonium is used instead of the zambura for a drone because the tambura 
is big and difficult to transport. The travelling party also includes her cook and servants. 

The trips used to last two or three months, but now she goes only for a week or 
ten days. A manager makes the arrangements for the distant trips; for the near ones 
she makes them herself. Local arrangements are usually made by the inviter, who pays 
all the expenses of the party, and, in addition, pays her a fee. When she was in Bombay 
she received a fee of about 2,000 rupees. For performances close to Madras she usually 
receives about 600 rupees. No written contracts are drawn but “‘it is all written in 
letters, so it is like a legal contract.” 

Village audiences and town audiences are not too different, she said, but she has 
found village audiences more appreciative of both her stories and music. This is not 
because, as I suggested, they are more religious, but because ‘‘they just respond better.” 
Thousands of villagers will come to hear her from neighboring villages. Southerners 
show more interest in art and music than Northerners, and when they settle outside 
of South India they always organize music and art activities. In Rangoon, Burma, 
where there are many “overseas Tamils,” 10,000 people came to hear her at one per- 
formance. 

The epic and puranic stories are also still recited in the villages in the old style by 
pauranikas but now not as much as in the cities, where the pauragikas receive more 
recognition and are paid more. In her opinion, the harikatha performances are probably 
more popular than the regular readings which go on for periods of six months to a 
year, because they are for special occasions and distill the essence of the teaching in 
a short time—in about four hours. 

There are many harikatha performers now, both women and men, and she knows 
them all. When they are in town they come to her for advice and she has helped many 
of them to get started. 
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The most difficult thing in harikatha, she thinks, is to take the many different parts 
in a single story. She has been highly praised just on this score. One admirer has written: 
“I have seen her, in her Kalakshepams, put great actors in the histrionic field to 
shame, by her masterly impersonation of the characters of a Ravana, a Hanuman or 
a Garuda, a giant or a cooing bird, a Bhakta or a scoffer, a lover or a libertine, a god 
or a goddess, a saint or a sinner, a man or woman, King or peasant, with equal ease and 
yet remain in her decorous Sari—‘‘rich but not gaudy”"—the sweet, simple, generous 
and loving Lady Bhagavathar she has been and is today.” 

These varied roles require knowledge, too, of the appropriate dialects, of some 
Urdu for the story of Ramdas, and of Tamil slang for that of Nandanar. As one scholar 
has written, Aarikatha is a kind of concentrated drama, a “‘monodrama,” in which one 
gifted actor enters swiftly a whole series of characters, moods and manners. 

The day before my interview, one of the local newspapers carried an announcement 
that the Union of India government was going to use harikatha to publicize the five- 
year plan. In reply to a question about this program, Saraswati Bai said she hoped that 
the government would set up a national academy for Aarikatha, as it has set up an 
academy for letters and the dance; otherwise the art would be lost. I asked her whether 
harikatha could be used to get people to dig pits and clean wells, whether devotional 
songs were not inappropriate for this purpose. This question aroused much laughter 
from her and the members of her family who were present. But then she said, seriously ; 
“No, the devotional songs would not be appropriate. But I would be willing to compose 
new songs if I were asked. This is a matter of patriotism and I would be willing to sing 
about pits and wells, too.” 

Several harikathas about Gandhi's life have been written and performed. One of 
these was recorded by another lady dha@gavatar who comes from a Brahman Vaisnava 
family in Mysore. In her version the story of Gandhi's life is told after the fashion of 
the lives of the saints. In fact, Gandhi is treated as an incarnation (avatara) of God who 
has come to deliver India from foreign domination. Gandhi's death is also effectively 
told as the death of a martyr. Gandhi Bhagavatar (Rajaram), a Tamil Smarta Brahman 
and a Tamil poet was a pioneer in this line. 

To tell Gandhi’s story the reciter uses all the songs and Sanskrit verses that are 
used in the traditional harikatha. She begins with the famous song of the Gujarati 
saint Narasimha Mehta, which starts with the words, ‘‘Vaisnava janato,”’ and declares 
that “the is a true devotee of Lord Visnu who knows the suffering of others.”” This was 
Gandhi’s favorite song. The reciter emphasizes the great faith which Gandhi had in 
devotion (bhakti) and in the recital of Rama’s name. Gandhi’s doctrine of help and 
uplift for the poor and his belief in equality are also stressed." 

5.2. Classical South Indian dance and music. \n harikatha bhakti is still an important 
element, although considerations of artistic and dramatic technique and learning also 
loom large. In the classical south Indian dance called bharata natyam, and in classical 
south Indian or “Carnatic” music, esthetic standards and the rules of art predominate. 
In fact, it is primarily these two media that are most frequently associated with the 
ideas of classical art. They are almost never referred to without the prefix “classical.” 
Their more active revival is dated from two political events, the Madras meeting of the 
Indian National Congress in 1927, and the All-India Khadi and Swadeshi Exhibition 
organized by the Tamil Nadu Provincial Congress Committee in Madras in 1935. 

On the occasion of these meetings local cultural leaders organized an All-India 
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Music Conference in 1927 and a Music Festival in 1935. Before this, voluntary organi- 
zations called sabhas arranged periodic public performances of music and hartkathd. 
Apart from the publicity given at these times to dancing and music, one of the most 
important results of the early meeting was the organization of the Music Academy of 
Madras. Funds remaining after the expenses of the All-India Music Conference of 1927 
were met were donated by the Reception Committee of the Congress for establishing 
a Music Academy. This institution soon became an important center for the promotion 
of Indian dance and music. It has sponsored regular performances of leading artists, 
holds annual conferences at which both scholars and artists come together to exchange 
knowledge, encourages new talent, sponsors music and dance schools, and tries to set 
high standards of public taste. The Journal of the Music Academy has become an all- 
India forum for learned discussions of the technicalities of Indian music and dance, and 
enjoys an international circulation as well. The success of the Music Academy stimu- 
lated the organization of other voluntary associations and now there are about twenty 
“cultural sabhas”’ in Madras carrying on similar programs. During the Christmas 
season, which also usually falls in the Hindu holy month of Margafirsa, these different 
cultural associations vie with one another to bring the best artists to Madras and to 
put on the most interesting programs. The most elaborately planned among these 
programs is that of the Music Academy and usually consists of expert demonstrations 
and discussions in the morning, popular auditions and programs in the afternoons, 
and classical concerts in the evenings. Two of the halls most frequently used for these 
programs are the Museum Theater in Egmore and the Rasika Ratjant Sabha of 
Mylapore (“‘Association Which Pleases Connoisseurs”’). 

These cultural associations, or their leaders, also organize special local programs for 
visiting dignitaries, foreign cultural delegations, and for the national drama, music, 
and dance festivals which are now held in New Delhi on Republic Day. These pro- 
grams are not always the same, although there is usually a common core of classical 
south Indian dance and music in them. In 1955 on the occasion of the Congress 
meetings at Avadi near Madras, free cultural programs for the delegates and visitors 
included in addition to classical music and dance, several varieties of folk dances, a 
puppet show, a dummy horse dance, a folk play, a devotional drama, a social drama, 
and devotional singing or bhajans. 

The Music Academy and the other local cultural associations, while tolerant of 
“folk” and “popular” culture, regard the promotion of classical music and dance as 
their own primary responsibility. It has been the influence of these associations that 
has secured a hearing for the “‘classics” on the radio, to a lesser extent in the films, and 
has prompted the organization of state and national academies of music, dance, drama, 
and letters. They are the institutional representatives of the classic revival and although 
Brahmans have played an active part in their formation, they are not restricted with 
respect to caste or sect. 

5-3- The revival of classical dancing: bharata natyam. The “revival,” strictly speaking, 
was not only a revival but brought in major innovations. This is particularly true of the 
dance. Before it was revived it was known as the nautch or sadir nautch and was per- 
formed by hereditary families of dancing girls. These were called devadasis ‘servants 
of God’ because they were usually “dedicated” or given to particular temples where 
they sang and danced at the temple processions. Their “dedication” involved a ‘“‘mar- 
riage”’ to one of the deities in the temple so they could not become widows. If they 
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had children, these would take the mother’s father’s name and could inherit his prop- 
erty as well as the mother’s. The dancing girls were trained to sing and dance by pro- 
fessional teachers known as naffuvanars. These were men who came from hereditary 
families of teachers and musicians and were also attached to the temples. Some of 
them were the male members of the devadas? community while others came from a 
different community. The dancing girls, their teachers and musicians performed not 
only on the occasion of temple festivals and ceremonies, but also for private parties, 
particularly at weddings, and at palace parties. Special troupes of dancing girls and 
musicians were sometimes permanently attached to the courts. 

Because of the association of some of the dancing girls with prostitution, an “‘anti- 
nautch” campaign was waged at the turn of the century by British and Indian re- 
formers to stop temple dancing and “dedication” of girls to temples. In 1905, the 
Executive Committee of the Prince and Princess of Wales’ Reception Fund unani- 
mously decided that there should be no performance by nautch girls at the entertain- 
ment to be given to Their Royal Highnesses at Madras. In 1947, Madras State forbade 
the “dedication” and temple dancing. 

After the revival, the name of the dance came to be called bha@rata natyam;% 
daughters of respectable families, including Brahmans, now take it up; it is taught 
in high schools, and in diluted form has become one of the most popular items in 
cultural programs in the films, on the stage, and at private gatherings. Although in 
the recent past it was developed in South India, especially around Tanjore, it is now 
popular all over India and has also been performed abroad by Uday Shankar, Ram 
Gopal, Shanta Rao and other dancers. 

The major agents of the change are, as usually happens, transitional figures. Three 
kinds of transitional figures have played an important part in transforming the sadir 
nautch into bharata natyam—dance critics, the traditional dancing teachers, and some 
dancing girls. 

5.4. Dance critic. One influential critic highly respected by friends of the art and 
by professionals was K. V. R. His perspective was gained from a wide academic back- 
ground since he was a keen student of ancient Indian art, sculpture and painting and 
of all aspects of traditional culture. He was a technically well informed critic of classical 
dance and music and a sharp tongued enemy of mass culture and everything he con- 
sidered counterfeit." 

K. V. R. wrote one of the first technical appreciations of bhdrata natyam in a series 
of articles published in 1935 in the magazine Triveni, Journal of Indian Renaissance. 
This journal, founded in Madras in 1928, became a major organ of the cultural revival 
in the South, in form and format like the old Dial. The articles are highly detailed 
analyses of the dance movements of the nautch, still so called at this time and of its 
affiliations with the Brahman dance drama, the Tamil folk play, and Bharata’s Natya 
Sastra. The article is illustrated with photographs of many of the movements posed 
by R. and his wife. 

Since 1942 K.V.R. has lived in Coimbatore where he does a flourishing business 
making and selling a very popular hair tonic. The formula for this scalp treatment he 
discovered himself about 1929 when his wife began to lose her hair after the birth of 
their first child. They were living in Madras at the time where he ran a small druggist 
shop. The success of the tonic made the problem of living much easier and enabled 
him to devote more of his time to the study of classical Indian dance and music. He 
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has also studied Western music because he regards himself as a “‘citizen of the world 
whose antennae spread all over the world.” He knows Mozart, Beethoven, Wagner, 
and Handel and is especially fond of Debussy, in whose music he finds Javanese influence. 

K.V.R. comes from a Smarta Brahman family learned in music and Sanskrit. 
Four of his uncles were musicians and some of his cousins were pandits. He himself 
studied music and Sanskritic tradition. He first became seriously interested in the 
classical dance when he was in college in Madras from 1915 to 1919. The stimulus 
was his reading of Coomeraswamy, Otto Rothfeld, and Havell. But even as a boy he 
had been attracted by the aesthetic charm of the dance and used to watch the devadasis 
and their dancing teachers at marriages and temples as often as he could, both in the 
city and when he went to the villages during vacations. At that time there were at 
least 500 professional dancing teachers in Madras and many devadasts. This was before 
the anti-nautch movement came to a head and before public concerts were popular. 
He thinks that the first public dance concert was held in Madras in 1933 and that 
Chokkalingam Pillai was the teacher. 

His reading of the secondary works on the dance stimulated him to go to some of 
the original sources like Bharata’s Natya Sastra and to the temple dance sculptures at 
Chidambaram and Tanjore to reconstruct the orginal forms of the classical art. The 
dance poses on the temple sculptures, while valuable, have to be reconstructed with 
caution, since they represent only a single “frozen section’ within a moving sequence. 
However, he believes that through a careful study of these literary and temple sources 
and of the “authentic living traditions of the art,” in Java and Bali as well as in India, 
it is possible to recover the true classical dance. 

When he was married in 1925 he encouraged his wife to learn dancing from a 
professional temple dancer in Mylapore and from a Brahman dancing teacher who 
taught her the art of interpretation (abhinaya). He often corrected his wife’s poses as 
well as those of professional dancers who came to him for advice. He has also encouraged 
his daughters to take up dancing and singing. 

K.V.R. believes that Brahmans have always played an important role in trans- 
mitting the classical dance. Because of their knowledge of Sanskrit and rhetoric they 
were especially qualified to teach abhinaya. This tradition has almost died out, although 
remnants of it can still be found in the dance-dramas (bhdgavata mela nataka) per- 
formed by male Brahmans in a few Tamil and Telugu villages. At some point the 
Brahmans taught the art to the guilds of non-Brahman teachers or nattuvanars who 
have jealously guarded it since. 

The devadasis, too, have played an important part in keeping the dance traditions 
alive, R. believes. The dancing girls themselves rarely married, but were kept as con- 
cubines by well-to-do patrons. The children were raised by the mother and her relatives 
without any stigma. The male members of the community were usually dancing 
teachers and musicians and married within the community. Whatever faults moral 
reformers may have found with their social life, R. thinks their mode of life did not 
prevent these professional dancers from achieving very high standards of proficiency, 
taste, and judgment in the art and general culture as well. 

K.V.R.’s sympathies have always been with the Congress movement although he 
did not belong to the party. He ran classes for Harijans when Gandhi was in jail and 
has always been a nationalist at heart. When he was a child he used to have his hands 
caned for singing the Vande Mataram. His elder brother was very active in the move- 
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ment and went to jail and later became a leading journalist. He does not, however, 
believe that Congress has been very sympathetic to cultural pursuits. Its claims to 
extend the Swaraj to Indian culture he cannot take seriously. The founding of the 
Music Academy in 1927 on the occasion of the Congress Party meeting in Madras 
that year, he regards as merely a coincidence, and the Madras 1935 Music Festival 
sponsored by the Tamilnad Congress Committee, in which he himself participated, 
was of the same character. ‘“The political movement just makes a show of patronage 
but has really very little influence and never picks the right people. The politicians 
are like flies on the wheel of culture.” 

His attitude to present trends is highly critical. Dance performances have been 
commercialized, “the mob calls the tune’’; the art has lost refinement and the artists 
are interested only in revenue. The emphasis on translating all songs into Tamil so 
that everyone can understand them has not increased the number of people who can 
understand the music. And “acoustical cranks” who are themselves quite unmusical 
have become music critics. 

But he is not without hope for the future: “We will die before these things die.” 
With a long-range view and a “better class of people,” the classical arts can be kept 
alive. The proper approach would be first to understand what you have, then to clear 
up misconceptions and only after this to undertake to develop new forms within the 
frame of the old. He thinks even temple dancing could be restored if political conditions 
were favorable, since people at large are not bothered by “morality.” 

In Indian villages today little survives of the classic forms. They have more of the 
folk arts which, he supposes, may be “the soul of the classics, like a child lisping,”’ but 
these do not become important until they have been influenced by classical forms. 

The renaissance of Indian culture which started with great hopes in the twenties 
and thirties he thinks has, in its contemporary sequel, proved a failure. The “cinema 
people” have taken it over and now “the monkey has got it.” Indian culture has 
become more and more attenuated in ‘every generation and “like a child with an 
enlarged liver lives on in an enfeebled way.” The development of modern dance and 
music schools have “‘merely increased the scope for fraud.” 

The reason it was possible for a classic culture to flourish in the past was that per- 
formances were regularly held in temples and palaces, that the patrons were themselves 
musicians and connoisseurs, that the audiences were highly critical, and that the 
artists were responsive to this atmosphere. Now the audiences are very uncritical and 
the “‘artists play down, not up to the audience.” In the past too, the artists considered 
it a privilege to perform before the deity, and there was no stress on personality and 
the ego; the compositions were impersonal and anonymous. The cultivation of the 
art through family tradition was also a factor. 

Himself a student of Tamil before he studied Sanskrit, K.V.R. believes the present 
effort to Tamilize the arts by ‘“‘the left-wingers” is culturally suicidal. Although 
bharata natyam developed in Tamil country, its life source has been its connection 
with Sanskrit. Without this connection it will dry up or have a lopsided development. 

K.V.R. regards the classical dance as an expression of a spiritual reality. In his 
presidential address in 1956 before the Indian Institute of Fine Arts in Madras he 
refers to some of the religious elements in the dance, especially to its connections with 
temple worship. He speaks of the first item on a bharata natyam program, the Alarippu, 
as “a divi: adoration.” “‘While the main root connects Natya with the Vedas, others 
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connect it with the Agamas which govern and regulate temple worship and tantric 
rituals.” 

Secularizing trends in the dance he regards as unfortunate: “By secularizing it, 
we have converted it into an affair of the drawing room; and imported the spirit of 
the market place into the tabernacle ... all our arts were auxiliary to our religion; a 
restoration of faith in that religion might help to restore the arts.” 

5.5. Traditional dance teacher. The image of the classical dance constructed by the 
dance critics needs to be supplemented by the reports of the surviving traditional 
teachers and dancers. One of these dancing teachers is now conducting a bhdrata 
natyam dancing school in Madras. We had an opportunity to visit his school and to 
interview him twice and also to learn from him something of the traditional ways of 
teaching and dancing as practiced in the villages. 

The city dance class was held in a small school hall during the hours when school 
was not in session, about two hours early in the morning and another two hours in 
the late afternoon. We visited it one afternoon and watched teacher and students 
communicate perfectly without the use of language. The teacher sat cross-legged at 
one end of the room. He vigorously tapped the time with a small round stick and 
chanted it in nonsense syllables. With his free left hand, he would describe the positions 
that the hands or feet should assume in the different steps. Occasionally he would 
put down the stick and use both hands to describe these positions. These movements 
of his hands were intermittent and highly abbreviated, like the sketchiest line drawings. 
But the pupils followed them intently and were guided by them and by the beats of 
the stick through the complex intricacies of bh@rata natyam. 

There were eight students in the class, a young girl from Orissa, an older Parsi 
girl from Bombay on a government scholarship, an American woman from New York, 
and five little girls from eight to ten, most of whom came from Brahman families in 
the city. They were all learning bh@rata natyam. Only the small girls knew the teacher’s 
language, Tamil; the others communicated with him through the medium of the 
dance’s gestures and rhythms. 

The class and teacher were sponsored by the Indian Institute of Fine Arts, a cultural 
association devoted to the promotion of classical Indian dance and music. “We teach 
only the purest classical type of dancing,” said the wife of the Institute’s secretary 
who had received us at the class. She and another official of the Institute were proud 
that Chokkalingam Pillai, the dancing teacher, attracted students from all over India 
and from abroad. The Institute had given diplomas, representing usually the com- 
pletion of three years training, to at least twenty dancers. Some of these graduates 
have become professional dancers, but many are interested in the art only for its own 
sake, and the families of the younger students are not interested in having their 
daughters become professional dancers, but in Jearning a social accomplishment. 

Chokkalingam Pillai himself is a traditional dancing teacher, a nattuvanar, who 
once taught devadasts. He is the son-in-law of Meenakshisundarum Pillai of Pandanallur 
Village, a famous nattuvanar who, before he died, attracted some of India’s best dancers 
to come to study with him in his village. There are three different families of dancing 
teachers in Pandanallur village: Chokkalingam’s family, Meenakshisundarum’s family, 
and a third family. These families are all interrelated and directly descended from a 
famous “Tanjore quartet” of nattuvanars. They have been historically attached to the 
two temples in the village, one Siva temple and one Visnu, to some temples in sur- 
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rounding villages, and to_the Big Temple in Tanjore, about fifty miles away. 
Chokkalingam Pillai believes that the families of dancing teachers in the village can 
trace their affiliation to the Tanjore temple back to the Cola kings who founded it 
in goo A.D. 

Chokkalingam was very insistent that the community of dancing teachers were in 
no way related to the community of dancing girls (devadasis) whom they taught, 
contrary to the opinion that the women of the nattuvanar community were sometimes 
dancing girls and that the men of the devadasi community were dancing teachers and 
musicians. The two communities do not intermarry or interdine. No dancing girl 
would be allowed to sit in front of a nattuvanar; she only came to the house to learn. 

Meenakshisundaram Pillai, who taught the art to Chokkalingam, came from a 
distinguished family of musicians and dancing teachers. His mother was the daughter 
of Ponniah, one of the famous Tanjore quartet. Meenakshisundaram first studied in the 
village and was then sent to Tanjore city for further study. He learned Tamil, Telugu 
and Sanskrit well enough to compose songs in all of these languages. Some of these 
songs were in praise of the deities in his village temple. He also learned singing, violin, 
dancing in practice, and the theory from digests of Bharata’s Natya Sastra. In Tanjore 
he married the daughter of his guru who was himself a son of another of the four 
Tanjore brothers, Sivananda. When he returned to the village he taught music, dancing, 
and singing. Among the famous dancers who studied with him are Shanta Rao, 
Mrinalini Sarabai and Ram Gopal. He died in 1954 at the age of eighty-six in his 
village. One son and several sons-in-law carry on his tradition. 

Chokkalingam’s early memories are of young girls from devadasi families and boys 
from the whole community coming to learn dancing and music from his father-in-law. 
The children would begin their training from their fifth year. Some came to live with his 
father-in-law, others returned home daily. The routine of the house was very strict 
and severe. It began at 5 A.M. with music lessons for all. The first meal of the day, 
cold rice and curry, would be served by 7:30. From 8:30 to twelve the girls practiced 
dance steps under his father-in-law’s supervision and the boys sat on the side following 
with sticks of their own. Mistakes, whether made by the girls or by the boys, were 
punished by slaps or rappings with the stick. Shaming insults with the help of the 
other children were also used. 

Between one and four o’clock in the afternoon, after the noon meal, the children 
went to a modern school to learn languages. In the training, Tamil was the medium 
of instruction but Telugu songs were also learned. On their return, there was dance 
practice again from four to six, music lessons from six to 8:30, lessons in abhinaya 
(interpreting songs through dance gestures) from 8:30 to ten, another rice and curry 
meal at 10:30 and to bed at eleven. They did not find this routine exhausting, 
Chokkalingam Pillai said, because “the food was right”’.”” 

Serious lessons would begin when a child was about ten, and continue until about 
the thirteenth year. This meant that a total period of training would usually last 
from seven to eight years. The completion of the training was marked by the giving 
of a first performance—Aragentram—-by the pupil. This was usually given in a temple 
and only for the girls; there was no special ceremony for the boys who always assisted 
their teacher and never performed independently of him. 

At the Aragentram ceremony, the teacher usually received presents from the mother 
of the pupil as well as from others. Thereafter, if the pupil performed in public and 
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received any compensation, she would give half to the teacher, who assisted at such 
performances by keeping time with small cymbals. 

This system continued until seven or eight years ago, when temple dancing girls 
were abolished by law. Chokkalingam and his father-in-law were brought to Madras 
by Rukmini Devi who, although herself a Brahman, learned to dance, and organized 
a dancing school at Kalakeshetra. He does not think, however, that the old methods 
of instruction can be followed now or that the same type of dancers can be produced. 
The pupils do not have so much time to give to training and the traditions are not 
in their families. 

Chokkalingam’s family was attached to a temple in a village several miles from their 
home village of Pandanallur. To this village some members of the family went every 
day to participate in the pujas held at the temple. Dancing by the dancing girls was 
involved in these pijas in the form of mudras (hand gestures) to the nine deities 
of the nine directions. In these piayjas the nattuvanar kept the time with cymbals and 
drums, and the pajari, or temple priest, gave the orders. Sometimes there was singing 
and pipes. 

But the biggest performances came at the Brahmotsavam or the chief annual 
temple festival, which comes in April and lasts for ten days. The festival begins with 
a hoisting of the temple flag and a propitiation of the nine gods of the directions. Once 
the flag is hoisted no villager can leave the village until it is lowered at the end of the 
festival. During the festival, the devadasis would dance for about an hour and a half 
each day accompanying the processions of the gods and dancing at the street corners. 
The nattuvanars assisted at these dances and also helped with the morning and evening 
pujas each day. 

The ninety minute festival dar.2e program was quite similar, Chokkalingam Pillai 
said, to the present Sh@rata na@tyam programs, both in arrangement and in types of 
songs used. The songs were mostly devotional about Krsna and the Gopis and other 
gods. In a dance program one of his pupils performed in 1954 in Madras, we found 
only one song out of ten which could not have been used at the temple festival. This 
was a song which praised a human being, the only type that was prohibited at the 
temple. 

The song is given below in English translation and immediately after another song 
addressed to Siva which was included on the same program and which would have been 
allowed in temple dances. The dancer does not sing these songs but acts them out 
with a standardized gesture language (abhinaya) as they are sung in Tamil or Telugu 
by specialized singers. 

Oh my friend! I am deeply in love with Him 

Take Him quickly and secretly 

He Ramalinga endowed with all good qualities and a generous mind. 
I feel the cool moonlight very hot. 

Manmatha [God of Love] is tormenting me with his arrows 

Do take him here at once. 


This song was written by Ponniah Pillai, one of the famous nattuvanars of Tanjore, 
and a relative of Chokkalingam’s. The second song was written by Marimuttu Pillai, 
a devotional singer. 


Will He not come down the street 
Oh! if only He could favor me with a fleeting glance 
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That Lord Nataraja, who burnt Manmatha and Tripura 

Oh! if only He would tarry in front of my door and have a word with me 

That I may conquer the God of Love whose arrows are tormenting me? 

Time does not move 

I have none to carry my message of love. 

I am blameless: 

He whose dancing feet are worshipped by Lord Brahma and Vishnu, the three 
thousand holy Brahmans of Chidambaram and all the celestials 

Will he not come down the street and favour me with a fleeting glance? 


Even to this prohibition there is an exception. At the Tanjore temple, e.g., on 
the eighth day of the festival, a dance-drama called Kuravanji is performed by the 
dancing girls in honor of King Serfoji. There was no Kuravanji at his village, but they 
are also performed at other temples in honor of the elephant-headed deity, Ganes. 

For their participation in these festivals and the performance of their other temple 
duties, the nattuvanar family usually received two or three rupees a month and a 
portion of the cooked rice offerings from the temple. The devada@sts received less than 
this. They could also augment their income by taking pupils and by performing at 
marriages, private parties for a “big man,” and other festivities. The structure of the 
dance programs was the same on all of these occasions although the songs were usually 
“lighter.” Thinking that “lighter” meant secular I asked about these “‘lighter’’ songs. 
No, they too were devotional. Even Maharajas at their parties insisted on hearing the 
songs in honor of their deities. Some of the temple songs were in honor of local temple 
deities and could not be used outside, but in general all the songs were similar. 

In the old days the village audiences knew as much as the town audiences. They 
knew who the best dancers and teachers were and would go for miles to other villages 
to see them and to appreciate the science of the art. Now the audiences in the city 
sabhas and in the villages do not know very much about the art, but the audiences in 
the towns are beginning to learn. 

Chokkalingam compared some of the local dance forms in relation to bharata 
natyam: the Brahman dance-drama (bhdgvata mela nataka) is restricted to just a 
few villages. Its technique has some similarities in the pure dance steps (nptta) and uses 
the same interpretative gestures (abhinaya) but because it is performed by males it 
does not have the “‘soft’”” movements of the bAa@rata natyam. So far as he knows the 
nattuvanars did not teach the Brahman dbhagavatars, although each group may have 
learned from the other. 

The folk play—terrukuittu—has very little of the dance in it—no nftta and a bit 
of abhinaya. It is all devotional, based on puranic themes, and depends on narration. 

Some of the folk dances have steps corresponding to those of bharata natyam, 
although they do not use much abhinaya. The Kollatam, or stick dance, has been done 
in temples, in October and November, in praise of Lord Krsna, by villagers. Ch. 
Pillai, who knew it from his village, has introduced a form of it, the Pinnal kollatam, 
to the Institute school. 

Before we left I asked the nattuvanar whether he thought Americans could learn 
bharata natyam. He said he has had some good students and went out of his way to 
praise the American woman student then studying with him. But whether they really 
could learn it if they didn’t begin young and “believe,” he doubted. He had similar 
doubts about the younger generation of Indian students, for they too lacked dedication. 
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5-6. Dancing Girls. The devad@sis and their dancing teachers were not attached to 
temples exclusively. Royal courts also made claims on their time. There is a record of 
a troupe of Tanjore dancing girls, dancing teachers, and musicians which was in the 
service of the Maharaja Sayajirao III of Baroda until Baroda was merged with Bom- 
bay.1* Two of the dancing girls, who were retired with pensions in 1941, came from 
devadasi families attached to the Kamakshi Temple at Tanjore and two of the dancing 
teachers were grandsons of the same Tanjore dancing teacher whose granddaughter 
married Chokkalingam’s father-in-law. The entire group had come to Baroda from 
Tanjore as the wedding dowry of the Tanjore princess who married the Maharaja in 
1879. 

At the Baroda palace, the troupe was subject to the supervision of a State Depart- 
ment of Artists which fixed the regulations and recorded them in print. The two 
dancing girls were paid together 433 rupees per month, and their musicians a total 
of 272 rupees per month. A dearness allowance was later added. The dancers had to 
provide their own costumes. 

Leaves and discipline were governed by strict rules. The women were given a 
regular monthly leave of four consecutive days and three months leave with pay 
when in pregnancy. All the artists had to register every Saturday at the State Depart- 
ment in a special book. If Saturday was a holiday they had to go the following working 
day. 

The dance team had to perform for the Maharaja every Wednesday and Saturday 
after dinner. Dance performances also had to be given in Durbar for ceremonies and 
for distinguished visitors. No performances were required when the Maharaja was away. 
The Superintendent had to give the dance team at least two hours notice before a 
performance. Gifts in cash and presents from the audience had to be surrendered to 
the Superintendent who divided some of it among the artists and put the rest into 
the State treasury. 

The dance repertoire included the standard bh@rata natyam program (it was called 
the ‘“Tanjori Nautch” at this time) and some “light” dances at the end. The five 
“light” dances, which were performed by the two dancing girls as a team, were called 
the Radha Krsna Dance, the Kite Dance, the Scorpion Dance, the Drunkard’s Dance, 
and the Snake Charmer’s Dance. Although these included some of the Sharata natyam 
movements and gestures, they- were, in general, more free and frivolous than the 
regular nautch and very popular with the Court audience. As was the custom, the 
ruler’s name was included in some of the dance songs. A Tanjore song in honor of 
Shivaji, coming in the Varnam part of the program, was slightly changed to honor 
the Maharaja of Baroda. 

When the original dancing girl, Gowri, retired fifty-two years after she was brought 
to the Baroda court at the age of ten, the Maharaja had a metal statue made of her 
in one of her dance poses at a cost of 50,000 rupees. This is still in the Lakshmivilas 
palace in Baroda. 

In 1949, when Baroda merged with Bombay, the State Department of Artists was 
abolished. A dance department was, however, organized in the M.S. University of 
‘Baroda with the son of one of the Tanjore dancing girls as a dancing teacher. Bharata 
natyam and kathak dancing are taught and both the B.A. and M.A. degrees are awarded. 

The National Academy of Song, Dance, and Drama (Sangeet Natak Acadami) 
selected for the first time in 1955 outstanding Indian artists in music, dance, and 
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drama for ‘“Akadami awards.” The award for the outstanding bh@rata natyam dancer 
was presented by the President, Rajendra Prasad, to Balasaraswati of Madras. Bala- 
saraswati’s great-great grandmother was a famous vina player and her mother is a 
famous singer. Yet she is a transitional figure belonging neither wholly to the family 
tradition of devadasis nor to the modern trends which she is helping to bring in. She 
is the only one of four daughters who took up dancing, and that against her family’s 
wishes. Because of the anti-nautch movement she did not have too many opportunities 
for seeing the old style dancing during her childhood. And she was not “dedicated” 
to a temple. She was trained by a devadasi who was once attached to the Mylapore 
temple and by a nattuvanar from Tanjore. Her own dancing, usually to be seen at 
public concerts, is distinguished for its expressive abhinaya. Because of her artistic 
proficiency and because she is now considered a representative of the authentic classical 
tradition, the Music Academy of Madras sponsors her dancing school where, with the 
help of her teacher’s son, she teaches bharata natyam to the young girls coming from 
different classes and families of Madras. 

When we interviewed her at the Music Academy, her mother, brother, and young 
daughter were present, as well as several other visitors, including some friends and 
supporters of her school. 

Her family is one of twenty-five devadasi families who have preserved the traditions 
of the community in Madras. Among them are singers, instrumentalists, dancers, 
and dance teachers. There is no settled division of labor, but taste determines the 
choice of occupation, except that the men of the community are usually the dance 
teachers. 

She has heard of Brahman dancers and thinks that they have contributed to the 
development of abhinaya. She herself had known one, Ganapathi Sastri. However, 
she did not show a great deal of interest in the theory of the dance, in temple dance 
sculptures, or in Bharata’s Natya Sastra. 

She has performed Kuravanjis, the devadasi dance dramas, and told us the story 
of the play about Serfoji as well as the occasions on which it used to be performed in 
the villages. 

She regards her training as the secret of her success and her ability to act the dif- 
ferent roles called for in the dance songs. She found it embarrasing to say which is 
her favorite role. 

The methods of dance training are now changing and, in her opinion, for the 
worse. She does not think a restoration possible and the present products are “‘too 
inferior to offer to God.” Future prospects for the dance she does not consider very 
encouraging although “it depends on providence.” 

In her school she makes no distinction between amateurs and professionals and 
will take anyone that she can get. The usual course in other schools is six months, but 
she considers five years a minimum for talented youngsters who begin from the age 
of six. She adapts her methods of instruction to the age of her pupils in order to take 
account of the growth in stature, body control, etc. Non-Indian students, she thinks, 
can learn the pure dance steps (mptta) but do not easily master the proper gestures 
and expressions for the interpretative parts or abhinaya. 

She does not go to movies of dancing because she does “‘not want to spoil the art.”” 
However, she would consider making a movie on her own conditions. 

She has danced before leading members of the present Indian government but 
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does not enjoy doing it because it is obvious from their faces that they do not under- 
stand the art or follow the songs. A far more knowing and appreciative spectator was 
the Sardar-i-Rasat of Kashmir (son and heir of the disposed Maharajah) who recently 
came to see her dance, and who followed every step and every song along with her. 

5-7. Carnatic music. The classic revival in music has had a smoother, if less spec- 
tacular, course than in dance. Music has not been so closely associated with the con- 
troversial dancing girls. Although many famous musicians have come from the devadast 
community, this is an art which Brahmans and other castes have also cultivated for 
a long time. Technical development in music has a long continuous history in the 
south, and has reached greater specialization and refinement than the dance. Technical 
virtuosity with instruments like the vipa (a kind of lute), the flute, the mrdangam 
(South Indian drum) and the nagasvara (or long pipe) has been so highly developed 
that it is not at all uncommon to hear musical concerts devoted exclusively to per- 
formances on these instruments. Vocal music is similarly highly developed and the 
large number of “‘modes”’ (ra@gas) gives the individual singer, who is as often a female 
as male, great opportunity for virtuosity. While some of these instruments still have 
a ritual use, particularly the long pipe and the drum which are played at weddings 
and other functions to frighten away evil spirits, their purely musical development 
began very early. The ancient Tamil epic of the second century A.D., “The Lay of the 
Anklet,” mentions four kinds of Vina, five kinds of flute, thirty-one kinds of per- 
cussion instruments, and lays down the technical qualifications for a singer, male and 
female, a drummer, a flutist, and vina player. There are other discussions on music 
and the system is based as it is today on melody and rhythm and a basic scale of seven 
notes.1® 

Many features of this southern musical system are also described in the Sanskrit 
treatises, in the Natya Sastra of Bharata, where it is directly derived from Vedic chant- 
ing, and in later treatises like the Sangita Ratnakara of Sarigadeva in the thirteenth 
century. From the sixteenth century, when the Carnatic composer saint, Purandara 
Das, flourished southern music, “Carnatic Music,” developed in distinction from 
northern or “Hindustani music.” The present classical form of the Carnatic system is 
usually attributed to three Tanjore composers, all Brahmans, of the early nineteenth 
century: Tyagaraja, a Telugu living near Tanjore, Mathusvami Diksitar, and Syama 
Sastri, both Tamils. They are often referred to as occupying the same position in the 
recent history of classical southern music as is occupied in the nineteenth century by 
the Tanjore “quartet” of dancing teachers. After them, musical development is seen 
in decline because of an over-emphasis on rhythm, a failure to coordinate theory and 
practice, loss of princely and patrician patronage, and weakening of the gurukal 
system of training. The revival aims at restoring the Carnatic classical traditional to 
its historic path. 

5-8. Definitions of “folk,” “popular,” and “classical.” The distinction between 
“classical” and “‘folk” music is frequently invoked by music critics who regard it as 
equivalent to the ancient Sanskrit contrast between marga and defi respectively. In 
a recent paper on “Popular Music and Classical Music’’®® V. Raghavan of Madras 
University undertakes a systematic definition of the folk-classical distinction as it 
applies to music, and also traces some of the historical interaction of the two types. 
He includes in “popular music” folk music as well as popularized classical and “light” 
music. The main difference between “popular” and “classical” he finds in the rendering: 
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“when the rendering is sophisticated, it is art or classical music; when it is plain and 
simple, it is the popular or folk variety.”” Sophistication depends on rules and principles 
into which an art is codified and systematized. Just as “‘to evolve a principle and to 
conduct oneself in conformity to it is the mark of culture” so it is in art where the 
standard of judgment is based on “artistic criteria” that have evolved. This is what 
connoisseurs care for and enjoy, whereas the layman likes other things. ‘“That is art- 
music in which artistic considerations alone prevail; the moment one sings down to 
the populace, one relaxes the high austerity of his art.” 

Folk or popular music then, Raghavan finds, is not bound by strict rules and prin- 
ciples and is characterized by features likely to appeal to popular tastes: simple ren- 
dering;accentuated and obvious rhythm; group singing;stereotyped, monotonous form; 
emphasis on words; basis in a festival, a season or an event; emotional and dramatic 
tone. 

These elements are present in art-music but must be “duly proportioned” and 
made subservient to “expression.” Melody (raga), rhythm (¢a/a), and idea and feeling 
(bhava) must be “evenly integrated” into a “fine synthesis.” 

Even the classical pieces of the great musicians who have been mostly saints and 
teachers are often overloaded with thought and words and “‘when they are rendered 
as vehicles of teaching or as a means of devotional transport, they depart from the 
concert and take the turn towards harikatha and bhajan.” 

Art music should evoke its rasa ‘mood’ by the actual music and not by importing 
extraneous elements. ‘To evoke Rasa with the words alone is to surrender music to 
poetry; to evoke it through overloading one’s rendering with pure feeling is to sur- 
render it to drama; to evoke it by pure music is really pure music, and the Rasa which 
this pure music evokes leaves far behind that realm in which the mundane sentiments 
of Sringara (love), Vira (heroism), etc. have their meaning; it is that ineffable bliss 
in which one gets absorbed as in Samadhi (Yogic concentration). Thus does Nada 
(sound) become the nearest portal to the Brahman (world spirit).” 

Raghavan’s summarizing characterization of “art-music” is that it is music in 
which ‘“‘the canons and requirements of art, the rules of balance, harmony, proportion, 
propriety, concentration on pure artistic resources to the exclusion of adventitious 
circumstances are to hold sway or absolute sway.” To dilute these strict standards and 
to make concessions in any direction to please a lay audience is to make the music 
popular “or if it is purposely done for subserving another art or other purpose it is 
applied music.” 

5.9. Influence of folk and popular music on classical music. In this same paper 
Raghavan describes how “folk” and ‘“‘classical” have interacted on each other. This 
is a futher development of the view which he has stated more comprehensively else- 
where that the historic formation of the major Indian cultural tradition has involved 
a two-way give-and-take interaction with local and regional traditions. “Almost 
always, the major cultural tradition spreads out and consolidates itself over new regions 
by absorbing, incorporating within itself and adjusting to its own scheme such of the 
local elements as are valuable and attractive. So do all major traditions become national 
cultures, of signficance to every region and group of people.” 

This give-and-take cultural process is particularly clear in music and dance, al- 
though it may also be traced in language, social organization, and in other departments 
of human activity. Many of the musical “scales” (r@gas) have regional and tribal names 
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and probably represent sophistications of tribal melodies. The association of the 
Rajamatangi raga with the viga as the goddess of music may be connected, he suggests, 
with a tribe called Matangas who were once numerous and artistically endowed but 
later were degraded socially as Candalas and untouchables. Numerous musical technical 
terms, names of instruments, of varieties of voice are still in the local language of 
western India and reflect the movements of the cultural tradition across India. Def 
terminology not only occurs in the classical music, but the treatises stipulate that a 
musician is not entitled to the foremost status of Gandharva unless he is proficient in 
both the marga and the dei styles. 

In the classical dance, too, there are dest strands. The treatises on music and dance 
include descriptions of local and folk dances. Jayasenapati’s Nrttarattnavali devotes its 
last three chapters to the varieties of folk dances. SomeSvara, the author of another 
treatise, ‘‘was captivated by the dance of the hunters, the Gogdalis, and systematized 
it in a set scheme and described it in his work from which it passed into the regular 
repertoire of dancers elsewhere also.”’ 

Raghavan finds these folk influences beneficial; they contribute ‘a frequent in- 
vigoration and enrichment of the main tradition by local forms which are fitted into 
the basic technique and higher ideology of the classical tradition. The def supplied 
the material, the mdarga refined it and assigned it to a place and wove it into the larger 
and richer scheme. The popular and the classical were the two currents, so as to say, of 
the energy of our culture. Our art and culture thus soared forth like the image of 
Parvati and Siva in one, the Ardhanarisvara, a synthesis of the two into an inseparable 
unity.” 

6.1. Summary and implications for a theory of culture change. Little and Great Tradi- 
tions in village and city. In India, Little and Great Traditions are not neatly differen- 
tiated along a village-urban axis. Both kinds of tradition are found in villages and in 
the city in different forms. Folk and ritual kinds of performances survive in fragments 
in the city, but they are very old forms and are common in villages and towns. The 
popular devotional and the classical forms are essentially urban developments of the 
last hundred years, although they have more ancient precedents. The modern urban 
forms are the most recent of all, and are essentially urban in origin. These five different 
kinds of performances are but points on a single continuum when we compare their 
media, performers, language, place and occasion of performance, and themes. In such 
folk forms as the folk play, folksongs, folk dances, and ballads, the performers are 
generally non-Brahman men in the case of the plays and ballads, women in the case 
of dances and songs. There is some hereditary cultivation of skill within certain families, 
particularly in ballad making, but in general the performers are amateurs who “pick 
it up” or are trained by some teacher. The language of the folk forms is usually a 
regional dialect of Tamil or Telugu and is rarely written or printed. Non-Brahman 
village temples have been the place for the performance of the folk plays on the oc- 
casion of seasonal festivals, while the songs, dances, and ballads may be performed at 
almost any place and time. The audiences at these performances are generally members 
of the non-Brahman community. Puranic themes are mixed with themes from local 
legend and history and from the commonplaces of daily life. These folk performances 
are close to the little traditional pole of cultural performances, but not completely 
cut off from great traditional influences. 

At the opposite pole, but still found in villages as well as in towns, are the ritual 
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kinds of performances, the life cycle rites and ceremonies, temple festivals, chanting 
and recitation of scriptures, and until about 1947, temple dances and religious dance 
dramas. These belong to the sacred sphere of the culture and are closely associated with 
Brahman priests and pandits as performers, teachers, and patrons. The performers are 
men, except for the community of temple dancers, and belong to families who have 
cultivated the special media for many generations. The verbal texts used are generally 
Vedic and classical Sanskrit and have been transmitted through an oral tradition, 
although books are used as aids to memory. ‘In some Vaisnavite and Saivite rites, 
Tamil hymns and scriptures have been incorporated into the ceremonies. The themes 
are mainly Vedic and puranic. Some ritual performances differ in one other respect 
from other kinds of cultural performance: the daily rites performed by householder 
or temple priest do not require an audience, they are addressed only to a deity. 

The popular devotional and classical types of cultural performances which have 
developed in an urban environment differ from the village forms in a number of im- 
portant respects. The duration of the performance is much shorter in the city; a 
puranic recitation usually lasted from six months to a year in the village; in the city 
it has been condensed into seven or fifteen-day sequences. The devotional films and 
plays, as well as the Aarikatha performance, do not exceed three or four hours, whereas 
a village folk play or temple festival play went on through the night, and at the major 
festivals for ten days. The performers at these urban performances are nonhereditary 
professionals who have usually been trained in modern schools. They come from all 
communities, Brahman and non-Brahman, and include women as well as men. Since 
the place of performance is a public hall or theater and the occasion is the performance 
itself, there are no caste or sectarian restrictions on the audience. The language of the 
popular devotional performances is predominantly the urban colloquial vernacular of the 
region, with some verbal texts in Sanskrit and other Indian languages, used by the more 
erudite performers in hartkatha, in classical concerts, and of course in Sanskrit plays. 
Stories from the epics and puranas and from the lives of the regional saints continue to 
provide thematic material for the urban forms, but these are increasingly mixed with 
secular and political themes. 

The greatest transcendence of local folk and ritual forms is reached in the strictly 
modern urban forms—the social play, the social film, the short story and the novel. 
In these the language is predominantly a regional vernacular or English and the themes 
are the social, economic and political problems of the day. The language and the dis- 
tinctive cultural content of some of these problems—inter-marriage of castes, the 
plight of the villager, a foreign trained graduate’s qualms about an arranged marriage— 
add a distinctive flavor to this younger branch of a world-wide urban culture. 

6.2. Two rhythms in culture change. The differentiation of folk, ritual, popular 
devotional, classical, and modern urban cultural performances in relation to urbani- 
zation suggests the operation of more general processes of culture change operating 
in different spheres of culture. The differentiation between classical (marga) and folk 
(deSi) in art styles is paralleled, as Raghavan has pointed out, in the field of language 
by the differentiation between Samskrta (perfected, refined, civilized) and prakrta 
(unrefined, vernacular), and in the field of social customs by the distinction between 
customs sanctioned either by Srusi (revealed scripture) and smrti (remembered scripture), 
or customs sanctioned by local usages (deSac@ras) and family usage (kuladharmas).” 

Each sphere of culture seems to be subject to opposing directions of change, one 
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type of change tending to push a given cultural sphere in the direction of greater 
refinement and strict codification, the other in the direction of maximum popularity 
and practicality. At any given time, the outcome within a given cultural sphere is 
something of a compromise between the two extremes, a range of intergrading cul- 
tural forms. The prevalence of the refining tendencies sustained in several departments 
of culture over a long period will result in a level of aesthetic and intellectual achieve- 
ment deservedly called a “Great Tradition.” 

The question now arises whether the operation of these opposing rhythms of change 
within differing spheres of culture is merely formal and structural or whether there 
is some direct and organic relationship among changes in the different spheres. And 
is there, in particular, a distinctive pattern of change which a Great Tradition under- 
goes in a metropolitan environment? Perhaps a process of secularization? 

Culturally, the effect of urbanization, so far as the Madras case is concerned, has 
been to shift attention and activity away from ritual observances and sacred learning 
and to the fields of popular culture and the arts. This shift carries with it a shift in 
values from those predominantly connected with religious merit to those of mass 
entertainment and aesthetics. There are also associated changes from cultural media 
to mass media and from sacred centers and occasions of performance to cultural centers 
and secular occasions. Movie actors and concert artists compete with priests and pagdits 
as performers. “First nights” succeed “‘first fruits.” 

It would be inaccurate, however, to apply the Western concepts of secular urban 
mass culture and of “art for art’s sake” in interpreting these changes. There are, indeed, 
secularizing tendencies, but they have not yet cut off urban culture from the traditional 
matrix of sacred culture. There is no sharp dividing line between religion and culture, 
and the traditional cultural media not only continue to survive in the city but have 
also been incorporated in novel ways into an emerging popular and classical culture. 
Much of the urban popular culture is seen as an extension of the path of devotion 
(bhakti m@rga), more easily accessible to modern man than the paths of strict ritual 
observance (karma marga) or the path of sacred knowledge (jfiana marga). The clas- 
sical arts, as well, are viewed as offering a special path and discipline for those able to 
cultivate it that is akin to yogic concentration. 

Nor are these religious interpretations of popular and classical culture limited to 
the verbalizations of religious leaders. They are interpretations which are borne out 
by the many continuities in themes, media, audience reaction, that link the urban 
culture to the traditional sacred culture. The films and other mass media, e.g., al- 
though disposed by technical and economic organization to cater to a mass market 
without respect to caste, creed, or language, have nevertheless found it profitable to 
draw on the old mythological and devotional themes and to adapt freely the media 
of folk and classical culture. The newer political themes introduced with the struggle 
for independence, and now with economic development, are also effectively com- 
municated when joined to the traditional themes and media. The effect of the mass 
media, in other words, has not so much secularized the sacred traditional culture as 
it has democratized it. 

In the revival of classical south Indian dancing and music, the strands connecting 
these arts with the sacred culture are evident. The revival, to be sure, has its creative 
aspects, particularly in having introduced new classes of people as teachers, performers, 
audience. It also tends to make the concert stage and the social recital, rather than the 
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wedding of the temple procession, the normative cultural forum for the performance 
of these arts. It is still the hereditary teachers and performers, however, or those 
directly trained under them, who are in greatest demand and have the highest prestige. 
And a program of authentic classical dancing or music is still pretty much what it was 
when part of a ritual calendar. The péjas of invocation, the devotional songs, the hand 
gestures (or mudras), many of the dance movements, and the musical instruments used 
for village festivals fifty to one hundred years ago are now used by modern artists in 
city concerts. In judging these performances, the critics and connoisseurs will apply 
standards of technical virtuosity and aesthetic refinement, but they take for granted 
the puranic themes and also judge whether the performance is a “worthy offering to 
the deity.” 

Many of these very same media, or elements of them, enter into the performances 

of more popular culture—puranic recitations, devotional plays, dhajans—since the 
difference between popular and classical culture rests not on a sharp difference in kind 
of media or theme, but depends rather‘on the degree of sophistication, technical re- 
finement, and balance between aesthetic, devotional, and entertainment values which 
characterize the performance. 
- The continuum implied here of media and themes extends right into the sphere 
of ritual observance. The pajas and mudras of the temple and domestic priests are 
clearly similar to the pajas performed in dbhajans, devotional plays and films, and in 
classical dancing. And it is not too far-fetched to suggest that the modern classicists’ 
doctrine of pure music with its insistence on preserving fixed rules of art and its de- 
emphasis of the meaning of the words may be analogous to the ritual necessities of Vedic 
chanting. In the Sama Veda chanting, e.g., there is a highly developed technique of 
vocal and instrumental music with specialized singers and instrumentalists. The singing 
was part of mystic sacrifices and highly esoteric. The Saman singers are still reluctant 
to disclose their special techniques. The verses of the Rig-veda furnish the libretto for 
this singing, but there are also many syllables without particular meaning (stobhas) 
which are used as aids in the singing. The mystic efficacy of the singing depends on 
the correct enunciation of the sounds and it thus became all important to repeat the 
sounds each time without any change.” 

Classicism in art may be a sublimation, if not an actual derivation, of ritual singing 
and dancing. And popular mass culture, to which it is opposed, is itself an extension of 
the devotional reaction to ritualism. The dialectic of the two rhythms of culture 
change continues on a new plane with some new, some old, media and themes. 

The new plane on which this dialectic of cultural rhythms is operating is an urban 
one. Although several of the older ritual and village folk forms survive in the urban 
environment of Madras, the distinctive cultural developments in the city have been 
the revival and modernization of classical forms and the creation of popular devotional 
forms in each of the major media—literature, puranic recitation, drama, music, and 
dance. 

These classical and devotional forms are not without ancient precedents, but their 
immediate and contemporary sources are urbanized ritual forms and urbanized folk 
forms. Urbanization has adapted the traditional forms to create modern versions of 
class and mass culture. It is also beginning to produce a form of urban culture that 
derives neither from the sacred culture or from the local folk culture. This is either 
an importation from another urbanized culture—as in the novel, the social play, 
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the symphony—or represents a creative synthesis of indigenous and foreign sources. 

6.3. A profile of urbanized literati. To this point the discussion has been primarily 
cultural, basing itself on a comparative analysis of cultural performances. Can such a 
method throw any light on the sociological question raised at the outset: Are the 
Brahman literati turning into intelligentsia in the urban environment? The results of 
the cultural analysis suggest one natural inference, that urbanization differentiates the 
literati into social types corresponding to the cultural types of performances. There 
would then be ritualists who follow the path of ritual observances (e.g., domestic 
and temple priests, and strictly orthodox householders); sages who follow the path of 
sacred knowledge (e.g., pandits, yogis, swamis); popularizers who follow the path of 
popular devotionalism (e.g., the puranic reciters, bhajan leaders, dramatists); and 
classicists who follow the disciplines of the classical arts. All of these are literati in 
the sense that they seek through their activities to continue the Great Tradition. 
But the last two types, the popularizers and the classicists, represent new urban types 
who seek to restore, revive, or adapt elements of traditional culture under modern 
urban conditions. The ritualists and the sages are old literati types who are found in 
a metropolitan center but do not feel at home in it. 

On this scheme of classification only the modernists, who seek to introduce modern 
and western cultural forms even where they conflict with the traditional culture, 
would be classed as intelligentsia. These are the novelists, short story writers, play- 
wrights of modern plays, producers of films, artists and composers in western music, 
scientists. 

The folk performer (bard, reciter actor) ia a proto-/iteratus who cultivates the cul- 
tural forms of the Little Tradition. In India, however, where Little, Great, and urban 
traditions interact so freely, he also performs some of the functions of the literati and 
of the intelligentsia, bringing the local traditions into the culture of the city and taking 
the city’s cultural products back to the countryside. 

This typology of intellectual types suggested by a typology of cultural performances 
deserves to be checked against direct sociological studies of the groups concerned. 
Such studies, I think, will find a good deal of overlap among the different types because 
there is a continuity of social types, as there is of cultural forms. The modernist film 
producer who attends dhajans regularly is not an unusual person, and the new literati 
are also responsible for introducing some novel forms within the frame of traditional- 
izing change. 

Rather than scan the cultural data for additional indications of social typology, 
I should prefer, in these closing pages, to sketch a composite profile of the urbanized 
Brahman literati in Madras city and then attempt some explicit generalizations about 
types of culture change. 

Madras city would not appear to be a very good place to study the Great Tradition 
of Indian culture. It is a large metropolitan center and a major cultural, political, and 
commercial center of South India. Nevertheless, it presents an unusually good situation 
in which to trace the heterogenetic transformation of a Great Tradition that results 
from secondary urbanization, because the leading professional representatives of that 
tradition, the Brahmans, and the non-Brahman merchant patrons, have been closely 
associated with the city from its very beginnings in 1640. They have come to the city 
from adjoining villages and towns to help build up its educational, cultural, adminis- 
trative, and economic services and themselves to take advantage of these services. 
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For these tasks they were particularly well qualified by their relatively high literacy, 
linguistic abilities, and long association with learning and literary activities. As they 
exercised these abilities within an expanding urban center and passed through the 
modern educational system into modern professions, they came to perform in in- 
creasing numbers the role of intelligentsia, or agents of culture change, and less and 
less that of traditional literati. That is to say, they found in their new preoccupations 
less time for the cultivation of Sanskrit learning and the performance of the scripturally 
prescribed ritual observances, the two activities for which as Brahmans they have 
had an ancient and professional responsibility. They have not, however, completely 
abandoned these activities and to some extent they have developed compensatory 
activities which have kept them from becoming completely de-Sanskritized and cut 
off from traditional culture. 

They continue, e.g., to make pilgrimages to Banaras and the Ganges as well as 
to many of the shrine centers in South India, albeit with modern means of transporta- 
tion and new motives of patriotic and cultural sightseeing added to the old religious 
ones. They employ family priests (purohitas) to help them conduct domestic rites, 
and those who can afford it are very lavish on the occasion of a sacred thread or wedding 
ceremony in observance and expenditure. They go to the temple for the big festivals 
several times a year and visit their jagadguru and their math at least once a year. Legis- 
lative restrictions against these sacred institutions are actively resisted and organizations 
to finance ritual activities and to promote Vedic learning have been formed by them. 
While they deplore the passing of the old gurukula system of education and the decline 
in the number of sastric pandits, they are interested in keeping Sanskrit learning alive 
and support moves to incorporate more of it into high schools, colleges and universities. 
Their ritual status as Brahmans may have been somewhat lowered through increasing 
violations of some of the pollution taboos, and a generally more careless attitude to- 
wards them, but the taboos against intercaste marriages are still very strong and 
pollution from death or birth in the family and from many other sources is still care- 
fully expiated. 

Above all, these urban Brahmans have taken an increasing interest in popular 
religious culture, traditionally designed for the lower castes, women and children. They 
form bhajan groups, listen to recitations of the hymns of Tamil saints, organize and 
attend puranic recitations, devotional plays and movies, and discourses in English or 
Tamil on the Upanishads delivered by non-Brahmans, contrary to sastric sanction. 
These cultural performances are increasingly held at public halls and theaters rather 
than in temples or at domestic ceremonies and are open to all without respect to caste 
or sect. They are considered an extension of the devotional form of religion of the 
older bhakti cults and sects to a democratic mass culture. Brahmans not only make up 
part of the audience, but are also some of the leading performers, producers, directors, 
and writers for these programs. 

A relatively small group among the more educated and sophisticated Brahmans 
(and non-Brahmans too) have kept aloof from these mass religious cultural activities. 
To their taste, these activities are too emotional, unrefined and unauthentic. They are 
classicists, and insist on greater fidelity to the ancient Sanskrit texts in readings and 
recitations, and on the predominance of purely artistic values (as articulated in the 
ancient Sastras and exemplified in temple sculpture and cultivated by hereditary per- 
formers) over the values of popular entertainment or even religious devotion. This 
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group is responsible, both as leading critics and as an audience of connoisseurs, for the 
revival of classical south Indian dancing and music. The revival, as some of the more 
percipient classicists have observed, is not entirely backward looking. It contains 
creative innovations linking it to the modern urban scene and to its popular culture. 
These include a change in the methods of instruction from the apprentice system to 
the modern school, a change from hereditary families of teachers and of performers 
to nonhereditary teachers and pupils drawn from all quarters, including the most 
respectable families, and the substitution of the social accomplishment or a commercial 
career for a ritually defined role. Some of the classicists deplore these innovations and 
call for a total restoration of the traditional pattern—temple dancing, the apprentice 
method of teaching, a practically hereditary professionalization of performers and 
teachers. Others are content to seek a wider hearing for classical culture in the mass 
media and to raise the levels of popular taste. Most of them look upon their classicism 
not as a secular doctrine of “‘art for art’s sake”’ but as offering a distinctive path of 
release and religious salvation, akin to yogic concentration, to the sophisticated and 
cultivated individual. 

6.4. Cultural structure and social organization of cultural traditions. The above sum- 
mary combines social and cultural description and makes no attempt to set out the 
special concepts and hypothetical processes involved. These have been implicit through- 
out the paper and only occasionally discussed in direct fashion. In this concluding 
section it may be useful to make the theoretical implications of the case study explicit. 

A cultural tradition needs to be conceived both culturally as a cultural structure 
and societally as a social organization. Looked at as a structure of culture content, it 
is made up of sequences of cultural performances combining various cultural media, 
verbal and nonverbal, performed at cultural centers by professional and semi-profes- 
sional performers. These performances, media, centers, and performers have each of 
them a complex and differentiated structure of their own. It is possible to place each 
of these structures along a two-dimensional line of variation between two poles—an 
uncultivated Little Tradition of folk culture at one end and a cultivated and learned 
Great Tradition at the other. The line, however, is a continuum, and there seems to 
be constant interaction between the extremes, whether one looks at performances, 
texts and media, cultural centers, or cultural performers. In India the Great Tradition 
is still closely tied to a sacred culture, so that the performances are frequently religious 
rites and ceremonies, the centers are temples and shrines, performers are priests and 
spiritual teachers, and the media are linked to a canon of sacred scripture and myth. 
Urbanization has secularized this sacred culture in some degree, but the line between 
the sacred and the secular spheres is never a very sharp or constant one. 

It is natural to look beyond the concept of a Great Tradition as an aspect of several 
differentiated cultural structures and to regard it as something of a governing pattern 
and principle of an integrated culture. Or at least we are tempted to look for the total 
culture pattern of a civilization in its Great Tradition, which is usually highly artic- 
ulated, sophisticated, and comprehensive. Can we, however, identify this integrating 
pattern of the Great Tradition through a comparison of the similarities and differences 
among the cultural forms to be found in each of the parts of the cultural structure? 

This procedure may with unusal virtuosity and good luck discover such an over- 
all pattern, but more frequently it seems to result in a highly fictive construct. I do 
not mean to say that civilizations (or simpler cultures for that matter) do not have 
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overall integrating patterns, only that it is necessary to supplement the cultural analysis 
by a societal one to discover them as actually operative in a concrete situation. There 
are a great many different ways in which the elements and part-structures of a cul- 
tural tradition could be organized into unifying patterns. The problem is to discover 
those ways in which they have actually been organized. And to do that requires a 
knowledge of the social organization of tradition, of how particular communities of 
people are related to particular cultural performances, centers, media, and performers. 

In India these communities are overlapping: communities of tribes, castes and sub- 
castes, of villages and towns, of religious and linguistic groups. And each kind of com- 
munity has its distinctive organization of the common cultural traditions. The social 
organization of Indian traditions may, of course, be studied in any of these kinds of 
communities, although it would take a great many different studies of the different 
groups in different parts of the country to establish a solid basis for generalization 
about India as a whole. In South India, one particularly useful kind of group to study 
are the sectlike denominational groups within Hinduism. Each of these has a com- 
prehensive version of what it takes the tradition to be, and by comparing in detail 
the social organization, personnel, and institutions, particualrly the magh, of the major 
sects, Vaisnavite and Saivite, it is possible to arrive at a general picture of the overall 
structure of Hinduism within the region where the constituency of these sects are to 
to be found. This procedure will not, to be sure, yield a single authoritative version 
of the Hindu Great Tradition, but rather a structure of related and overlapping ver- 
sions. An outside observer cannot say which of these is most authoritative without 
assuming the vantage point of a particular sect or group. 

6.5. Types of culture change and culture process. Neither the cultural structure nor 
the social organization of a tradition remains fixed and unchanging over time. One 
of the main interests of the Madras study has been to determine the kinds of change 
in Hindu traditions related to urbanization. Some of these processes are primarily 
cultural, and some are societal as well as cultural. Let us now attempt a more explicit 
and precise analysis of these processes in terms of their dimensions and agencies. 

Culture change, like any other kind of change, has a temporal dimension which 
it is useful to distinguish into linear and cyclical varieties. Linear types of culture 
change imply a specification of a date or approximate date which allows us to fix a 
“before” and ‘“‘after” division. Modernization of a cultural tradition is a linear type 
of change in this sense. It implies that the tradition has been transformed into a form 
which it did not have before a certain date. For purposes of the Madras study we have 
taken the early seventeenth century as such a dividing line between modern and tradi- 
tional. Pre-British India is taken as traditional India. Not all changes which the tradi- 
tion undergoes in the modern period, however, result in modernization. Pilgrimage, 
e.g., although it has incorporated modern means of transportation, still seems to con- 
form to its traditional pattern. It is useful, in other words, to consider whether the 
result of any particular change in tradition is continuous with the structure prevailing 
before a certain date, or whether that structure has been replaced by a new one. In 
the former case we might speak of the change as a traditionalizing type, in the latter 
as a modernizing type. The changes in the pilgrimage pattern have been traditional- 
izing, but the changes in the educational system have been modernizing. If the change 
results in a structure which is neither quite like the traditional one nor a predominantly 
new one, we might speak of a compromise formation. 
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The Madras College of Indigenous Medicine, for example, was a deliberate attempt 
to construct a compromise formation between traditional Indian medicine and modern 
medicine, but it seems to be going in the direction of modernization. A more stable 
case of compromise formation is in the field of popular culture where the traditional 
cultural media and puranic themes have been adapted to the mass media of print, radio, 
and film and linked to a democratic interpretation of the traditional devotional (Ahakti) 
movements and ideologies. 

Cyclical cultural processes do not require reference to a “before” and “after” 
dividing line. They are recurrent processes which, of course, take time, but the tem- 
poral duration of the process is a cycle which may recur within the traditional or 
within the modern period. Sanskritization and de-Sanskritization are cyclical processes 
in this sense. And while, in general, we should expect modernizing changes to be de- 
Sanskritizing and traditionalizing changes to be Sanskritizing this need not always be 
the case. The Sanskritization of the Camars described by Cohn is for them a modern- 
izing process, since it has changed their traditions into novel forms. The Westernization 
of some Brahmans, on the other hand, who approve of alcoholic drinks, nonvegetarian 
diets, and widow remarriage, may be both a de-Sanskritizing and a modernizing process 
if considered in relation to their previous traditions, but may be traditionalizing if 
considered in relation to the traditions of lower castes who drink alcohol and eat meat, 
or even if considered in relation to the earliest Vedic traditions when such customs 
seem to have been sanctioned for Brahmans. 

The processes of Sanskritization and de-Sanskritization involve, in other words, 
an essential reference to a particular set of cultural norms or values, which takes us 
beyond the temporal dimension, linear or cyclical. Since these norms will vary for 
different groups and change over time for the same group, it is necessary in analyzing 
such processes to specify both the group and the time during which the norms in 
question prevail. The time reference is not necessarily introduced here as a baseline 
for judging linear change, but as a way of locating the cultural content which is being 
transformed. The transformation may be either cyclical or linear. Whether the changes 
in cultural norms will change the total structure of the tradition will depend on many 
things—the balance between traditionalizing and modernizing changes, the speed of 
the change, the degree of looseness or flexibility built into the tradition, and, ultimately, 
upon the judgment and actions of those considered the ‘‘authorities’’ among the literati. 
Many of these changes they regard as continuous with their Great Tradition and are 
incorporating them within a redefined orthodoxy. A few of the changes they regard 
as fundamental threats to the tradition and have actively organized resistance and 
defense against them. 

There is a kind of built-in flexibility within the orthodox Vedanta position which 
permits an easy incorporation of a wide variety of changes. The pandits who are called 
upon to decide difficult cases say they follow a fixed hierarchy of authorities and 
standards in their deliberations and decisions. At the top of the hierarchy are the 
revealed scriptures (the Sruti, including the Vedas and Upanishads). Next come the 
remembered scriptures (the smtz), including the treatises on religious law, the epics 
and puranas, and the auxiliary sciences. In case of a conflict among scriptures, the 
opinion of a wise man should be consulted. Local customs and usages, and individual 
concience, finally, may be followed if the scriptures are not available. 

This hierarchy gives the wise man—the pagdit, the guru, the head of the math—a 
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comfortable scope for interpretation and reconciliation of scriptural sanctions. He 
quite freely invokes considerations of logic, experience, the convenience or incon- 
venience of a particular circumstance, and local usages in coming to his decision. In this 
process the wise men and particularly the learned literati are an institutionalized agency 
for changing tradition, so long as they regard the change as primarily preservative of the 
tradition’s essentials. 

The long run result of this process has been consolidative and selective. Some ele- 
ments of language, learning, and the arts, as well as of ritual custom, drop out (.eg., 
Vedic sacrifice) ; new ones are added (e.g., temples and monastic organizations). Aspects 
of heterodox sectarian movements and of tribal and regional custom are assimilated 
to orthodoxy. Fragments of Little Traditions have been absorbed into the Great 
Tradition and the culture of the villages and tribes has, in the long run, also been re- 
sponsive to the authoritative teachings of literati. And just as a large and famous 
temple will contain numerous shrines to stones, snakes, trees, and the planets, as well 
as to the pantheon of major deities, so a learned and sophisticated Brahman will make 
offerings to these shrines and follow many local and family usages, as well as adhere 
to a very abstract advaita philosophy. As one of them said, describing just this kind 
of situation, “I suppose I am a museum.” 

Some limits are recognized, however, to what can be assimilated by the orthodox 
tradition. The anti-Brahman, anti-Sanskrit, anti-Hindu movement now popular with 
some Tamil groups is certainly looked upon as an attack against the essentials of 
Hinduism. And the weakening of the caste system, particularly as a ritual structure, 
is viewed in the same light by the more orthodox. Svami Sankaracarya, the most 
authoritative spokesman for Madrasi Smartas, thinks that what is distinctive and 
essential in the nature of Hinduism is the caste system considered as a set of heredi- 
tary family disciplines. If these decline, he thinks Hinduism will not be very different 
from other religions, many of which have similar systems of ethics, theology, and philos- 
ophy, but lack the hereditary sociological foundation for them. The Brahman com- 
munity, he believes, has become lax, for one reason and another, in the observance of 
these disciplines of diet, marriage, social intercourse, ritual observance, and sacred 
learning. He is inclined himself to appeal to devout non-Brahmans to preserve the 
essentials of Hinduism in these difficult times, since the Sastras make less sever demands 
on them and they are able to conform.” 

Even in the face of this uncertain future, the Svami and his Brahman followers 
remain detached and resilient. Their long run cosmic perspective gives them a hopeful 
serenity in the face of disturbing changes. Discussing the recent restrictive legislation 
against temples and mafhs, one of these Brahmans said cheerfully: “Well, many of 
these temples and maths are only 700 or 800 years old. They have been destroyed 
before and revived. New values must be admitted. Life will grow, if old values are 
not destroyed. Life is one huge, infinite ocean in movement.” 


NOTES 


1 Robert Redfield and Milton B. Singer, “The Cultural Role of Cities,” Economic Develop- 
ment and Cultural Change, Ill, No. 1 (1954) pp. 53-73; reprinted in Man in India, 36 (July- 
Sept. 1956), 161-94. 

2 A preliminary report of this study was published by the author under the title “The Cultural 
Pattern of Indian Civilization” in the Far Eastern Quarterly, XV, No. 1 (Nov. 1955) 23-36. 
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The six months period my wife and I spent in India during the autumn and winter of 1954-55 
(and only about two and a half months in Madras city) was not sufficient for an intensive field 
study. It was a sufficient period, however, to establish the relevance of a method of analyzing 
cultural traditions for a study of urbanization and culture change, and also for exploring some 
of the problems involved in applying the method. In this sense the study was a “methodological 
field study” and not a descriptive sociological or ethnological study. If, in the summary of a part 
of this study which follows, there are many more positive statements than seem to be warranted 
by the evidence presented, this is not because I regard these statements as proved. On another 
occasion I shall publish what detailed evidence I do have. In the meantime, the apodictic formu- 
lations will serve as a greater stimulus to discussion and further research than statements properly 
qualified with a “perhaps” or “maybe.” 

I am grateful to Robert Redfield and the Cultural Studies Fund, directed by him at the 
University of Chicago, financed by the Ford Foundation, for making my trip to India possible; 
to V. Raghavan of Madras University for generously putting at my disposal his profound 
knowledge of Indian culture; and to David Mandelbaum for an opportunity to do further re- 
search at the Institute of East Asiatic Studies at the University of California. To the three of 
them and to M. N. Srinivas, McKim Marriott, and Hans van Buitenen I am also indebted for 
helpful comments on an earlier draft of this paper. Free time for travel and research was granted 
by the University of Chicago. 

5 Statistical data are available in Census of India 1951, III. Madras and Coorg, Part I, Report; 
Part II-B, Tables, by S. Venkateswaran, I.C.S. (Madras, 1953). George Kuriyan, “The Distribution 
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8 V. Raghavan, “The Vedas and Bhakti,” The Vedanta Kesari, Madras (December, 1955). 

® Tirunavukkarasu Swami (more commonly referred to as Apparswami), in F. Kingsbury 
and G. E. Phillips, Hymns of the Tamil Saivite Saints, (Calcutta and London, 1921). 

10 The hymns of Tiru Jnana Sambandamurti Swami, seventh Century, A.D., Sundaramurti 
Swami, ninth Century A.D., and Tirunavukkarasu Swami (Apparswami). 

11'V, Raghavan, “Methods of Popular Religious Instruction in South India,” in this volume. 

12 For an account of the “Bow Song” outside of Madras, see K. P. S. Hameed, “Bow Song: 
A Folk Art from South Travancore,” Tamil Culture, V, (July 1956). 

18 Commemoration Volume, in honor of Srimati C. Saraswati Bai (Madras, 1939). See also 
Y. B. Damle, “A Note on Harikatha,” Bulletin of The Deccan College, XVII (Poona). 

14] am indebted to V. Raghavan for information about this Gandhi Kathi. 

18 Bharata natyam means dance based on the technique originally laid down by the sage 
Bharata, author of the oldest surviving text on the art, the Natya Sastra. This name was intro- 
duced and came to be regularly used for the first time by V. Raghavan who played a significant 
part, on the learned and academic side, in the renaissance of the art. Before this the dance was 
called the art of bharatam as well as sadir and nautch. Bharatam or bharata Sastram is still in 
use and it was also independently known as natyam. 

16] have recently learned that K. V. R. has unfortunately passed away. Since the following 
account of his views and activities is largely based on personal conversation with him, I shall 
leave it in the historical present. 

17 Compare the account of her training by the dancer Shanta Rao in B. Zoete, The Other 
Mind, pp. 200-203. 
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(1954). The author is head of the Department of Dance, Maharaja Sayajira, University of Baroda. 

19 The Silapparikaram, translated with notes by V. R. Ramachandra Dikshitar (Oxford, 1939), 
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20 Presented at the Symposium held by the Bharatiya Kala Kendra, Delhi, 5-7 February, 1956. 

21V. Raghavan, “Variety and Integration in the Pattern of Indian Culture,” Far Eastern 
Quarterly, XV, No. 4 (Aug. 1956). 

22 Raghavan, “Popular and Classical Music,” Journal of the Music Academy, XXVIII. 
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Madras, XXIII (1952), 64-74. For a musical analysis of the Sama Veda in relation to classical 
Indian music, see Strangways, The Music of Hindustan. 

24 Personal interviews. See also The Call of the Jagadgurn, a discourse delivered by Sri 
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RELIGION OF THE ANAVILS OF SURAT 


By T. B. Narx 


trict, Bombay State, have a total population of about sixty thousand persons. 

Many of them are agriculturists in villages, where a few have taken to shopkeep- 
ing, teaching, and other professions. Though most of them are village dwellers, some of 
them (about twenty percent) have migrated to towns like Ahmedabad, Bombay, 
Calcutta, Surat and also to such foreign countries as East Africa, Fiji, Madagascar, 
New Zealand, Rhodesia and the United Kingdom. 

The Anavils were the first settlers of South Gujarat, clearing the land for rice and 
garden cultivation. In Surat District, they possess the best land and the largest acreage 
holdings of land per family as compared with all other castes. The social economy of 
the area is thus organized around the Anavil land owners, almost all other castes being 
in functional dependence on them. 

The Anavils are divided into two sections: bAathelas ‘spoilt,’ the lower; and desais, 
the higher. The superiority of the desazs is derived from larger land holdings, former 
political power, and “purity” of marriage. Though Brahmans, the whole body of 
Anavils are laymen who never carry out priestly duties or accept alms from others. 
As accepting the priesthood is unthinkable for them and considered below their 
dignity, even in Surat they are all laymen. There are no Sanskrit pagdits among them. 

An attempt is made here to study the changes that take place in the ritual and 
religious forms of the Anavils living in Surat town. The town is the headquarters of 
the district of the same name in Bombay State, and lies on the southern bank of the 
river Tapi, fourteen miles distant from the sea by water and ten miles by land. Surat 
was once the chief commercial city of India; while it is still an important mercantile 
place today, the greater portion of its export and import trade has long since been 
transferred to Bombay. It is also a station on the Western Railway, 167 miles north 
of Bombay. The Anavil population is six to seven thousand persons in the total town 
population of 223,182. 

Two historical facts have much to do with the Anavil culture in Surat. During the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Surat ranked as the chief export and import 
center of India. As late as 1797, its inhabitants were estimated at 800,000 persons and 
the town boundaries continued growing outside the city walls, encompassing nearby 
villages like Khalwa, Umarwadi, Bhatar and Angara, the Anvil residents of which 
built their own streets on the periphery of the town. These streets are known as Sagram 
Para, Vadi Phaliya, Store Seri (para, phaliya and Seri all being Gujarati words that 
mean a street). These Anavils still own and cultivate their lands in the villages from 
their town homes. 

Early travellers describe the city of Surat as populous and wealthy, with handsome 
houses and a busy trade. The fifty years between the establishment of the English and 
the Dutch and the accession of Aurangzeb were remarkable for increasing prosperity. 


Te Anavils, a Brahman caste of Gujarat living compactly in the Surat Dis- 
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. With the access of wealth the city greatly improved in appearance. During the busy 
winter months, lodgings could hardly be obtained, so great was the influx of people. 
Caravans passed between Surat and Golconda, Agra, Delhi and Lahore. Ships arrived 
from the Konkan, and from the Malabar coast, while outside merchants came from 
Arabia, the Persian Gulf, Ceylon, and Sumatra. It was called the Blessed Port by the 
Moguls who travelled to Mecca from there. In 1695, it is described as the “prime mart 
of India, all nations of the world trading there, no ship trading in the Indian ocean 
but what puts into Surat to buy, sell or load.” After the death of Aurangzeb in 1707, 
however, the authority of the Delhi court gradually declined, and the Marathas ex- 
tended their power up to the very walls of Surat. It was during these times that one 
Sagram Vashi, an Anavil of the Desai divisiog, was politically very powerful in the 
town and in the neighboring country. He settled that part of the town now called 
Sagram Para. Other Anavils, in turn, settled other parts known after their names as 
Hari Paya, Inder Para, Mahidhar Para, Ram Para and Rudar Para. 

Sagram Vashi was a strict religious believer, and he brought and settled a number 
of Brahman families in his street. He also ordaitfed that no Anavil of the town should 
have his meal without bathing and repeating the name of God and also that each 
Anavil should contribute twenty pounds of clarified butter to be burned in earthen 
lamps before a town god. A story goes that a delinquent began to repeat the name of 
God while easing himself. When he was asked the reason, he said: “One has to obey 
his orders. What does place matter?” * 

The early Desais also built a temple dedicated to Hanuman, the monkey god, with 
a separate entrance and a place for standing before the deity for their woman folk. 
Even today this temple, called the Rokadia Hanuman mandir, is a very popular place 
of worship in the Sagram Para area of Surat. The Anavils thus have a strong 
orthodox religious history and background in the town. ¥ 

The Anavils in the rural areas are almost all followers of the Siva sect of Hinduism, 
their chief god being Sankar, one of the forms of the parabrahma (the absolute), as 
they call him. He is variously known as Iévar, Rudra, SadaSiva, Mahadeva, Hara, and 
by a host of other names. His principal attribute is the power of destruction. His /iigam 
is worshipped by pouring water over it or by hanging a water-dripping pot over it. 
In some places a /ingam of clarified butter, a small architectural curio, is made and 
worshipped for a month ending on the Mahasivaratri day, orf the last day of the Hindu 
month of Maha. Every Anavil village has a temple dedicated to Mahadev, where 
lamps are lighted, water poured, flowers and gifts offered, worship sung, and obeisance 
made daily and also on special occasions. Sukleswar or Sakale$var, the Siva deity at 
Anavil, thirty-eight miles southeast of Surat, is the mythological chief god of the 
Anavils, whom they worship even today with great devotion. There are five local 
cultic capitals, their names all beginning with “K,” devoted to the territorial forms 
of Siva—Kote$vara, Kantare$vara, Kapile$vara, KankeSvara and Kunte$vara—where 
many devotees go every day or at least once a year when a fair is held there. AndhareS- 
vara (near Amalsad, thirty miles south of Surat) and Gange$vara (three miles from 
Amalsad) are household words with the Anavils of Navsari and Gandevi talukas, where, 
in many homes, boards declaring “Gange$vara is my only asylum” are prominently 
hung. 

This means that generally one will not expect any Anavil to follow any other 
Hindu sect than the Saivite but, surprisingly enough, a few families in Surat town, 
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especially the Mehta lineage, were and even now are devout believers in the Svami 
Narayan, most modern of the Vaisnava sects? the founder of which, Sahajanand Svami, 
was born in 1780 A.D. in Uttar Pradesh. At the age of twenty, he began to preach 
*the tenets of his new faith. In 1804 he came to Ahmedabad and spread his creed. 
The tenets of the Svaminarayan faith are embodied in a Book of Precepts, Siksapatri, 
which is a treatise on practical ethics, and in the Vacanamrta (Nectar of Sayings), 
which forms an exhaustive treatise on all branches of religious philosophy. The Book 
of Precepts strictly prohibits the destruction of animal life, promiscuous intercourse 
with the other sex, use of animal food and of intoxicating liquors and drugs, suicide, 
theft and robbery, false accusations against a fellowman, blasphemy, partaking of 
food with low caste people, caste pollution, frequenting*the company of atheists and 
heretics, and other practices which might counteract the effect of the founder’s 
teachings. 

The Mehta lineage has personal names ending in Prasad. Ordinarily an Anavil per- 
sonal name would never end in Prasad or Das (the author of this paper, for example, 
vould be called Thakor Lal or Thakor Bhai but never Thakor Prasad) but such first 
names as Thakor Prasad and Nar@n Prasad are common among the Mehtas of Surat. 
One of their ancestors was called Nicabhai Svaminarayan. They still give contributions, 
laga, and presents, bhef, (as all lay followers have to do), to their cultic seat at“Vadtal 
(Kaira district). ° 

In Surat town there has been, on the other hand, Very little influence of another 
religious movement, the Arya Samaj, while in some villages—Kachholi, Amalsad, 
Chikhli, etc.—it was quite strong. This sect was founded by Pandit Dayanand 

*Sardswati, born in 1824. He was attracted by the practice of Yoga dr ascetic philosophy 
and studied it with great ardor. The Arya Samaj was founded in Lahore in 1877. The 
sect furnished a haven for educated Hindus who could no longer credit Hindu mythol- 
ogy but ‘who did,not wish to break away entirely from their religion, which would 
mean cutting theif caste and kinship ties. In theory, members of any religion were 
welcome to the sect. Intercaste marriages were allowed and lavish expenditure on 
weddings was discouraged. Probably the reasons why the samaj was acceptable to 
the Anavils in villages are that, being set in a hypergamous social structure, some of 
them have always been “left out” for marriage and have turned to other castes for 
mates, and the fact that conspicuous ceremonial exhibitionism is a great but compulsory 
burden on an indebted agricultural economy. The sect also reduced the swollen body 
of Hindu ritual, and recommended worship of only a few gods without their theistic 
encumbrances. The samaj does not believe in any literal heaven and hell, and its mem- 
bers do not perform the Sraddh ceremony nor offer oblations to¢the dead. The principal 
aim of the samaj tends mainly to be the social improvement of its members and their 
fellows. It is against child marriage and encourages the remarriage of widows. It busies 
itself with female education, with orphanages and schools, dispensaries, public libraries, 
and philanthropic institutions. In Surat town these were founded by secular bodies, 
which is another reason, perhaps, why the influence of the Arya Samaj was very slight 
there. 

Still other observations point to the strengthening or reinforcing of the religious 
sphere in the lives of the Anavils of Surat. The town has a very famous temple dedi- 
cated to the goddess Ambaji, who is a favorite and almost universally worshipped 
deity of Gujarat, together with two other goddesses, Kalika and Afapuri. This temple 
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is visited by hundreds of devotees every day, and on the eighth of the bright half of 
the month of Aso (Aévina), thousands of them go to the temple and offer coconuts, 
lamps, incense, flowers, and some presents. The Anavils have also taken to this cultic 
center. In the villages, belief in and the worship of the goddess by Anavils, though 
they existed, were more diffused. Here in Surat, their belief in the goddess has become 
concretized and centralized around the idol in the temple, and the ritual has been pat- 
terned on the general town mould. 

Printed literature about the goddess is abundantly available in the town, and I 
have seen this literature passing into the Anavil devotees’ homes also. I have come 
across a few books with poems in praise of the goddess of very little poetic value but 
showing the immense faith of the composers, who were unsophisticated devotees. 
There are also garba’ thus composed to eulogize the goddesses. Blank notebooks are 
sold, too, each page of which is full of small squares; in each square a god’s name has 
to be written. There are books for fifty-one thousand names, 125 thousand names and 
so on, sold on a nonprofit basis by an organization called the Ramnam Bank (the bank 
specializing in Rama’s name), c/o Pandit Sevashram, Mani Nagar, Amedabad. This body 
also publishes a religio-literary magazine widely read by the Anavils and others. These 
examples show how the printed word and the printing press have helped to strengthen 
the religious actions of the people. 

Mention must also be made of another small but enlightening fact, namely that 
while the rural Anavils (especially men) are not very observant about fasts—which are 
generally kept on all Saturdays and/or Mondays and/or Thursdays, on the eleventh 
and fifteenth days of a month, and also on special festivals like the eight bright day 
of Aso—and about the daily purificatory ablutions (so much so that a proverb alleges 
that the dAapthela Anavil bathes to eat his meal only) the Anavils in Surat observe 
many fasts, and “‘not a single Anavil can be found who has not fasted on the eighth of 
Aso, mata ni Gthem,” said an informant. 

Another change in the same direction is that some of the Anavils’ religious activities 
have become more “decorative” in the town. While in the villages there may or may 
not be a separate corner in the house for displaying and worshipping the gods, in 
Surat it has been observed that in many houses the gods are displayed in a small cup- 
board placed in an improvised corner, perhaps in the storeroom or under the staircase, 
the corner being well decorated and the gods worshipped and honored with flowers 
and lighted ghee lamps there every morning. In one of my informant’s homes I saw 
images of Lalji (brought from his original village), Ganpati and Ambaji (an heirloom). 
In the front rooms of the Surat Anavil houses, one can see a large number of framed 
pictures of a variety of gods and goddesses. Although this is seen in the villages as 
well, the facilities for displaying the pictures being greater in Surat, they are found 
in larger numbers there. In one house I counted as many as fifty such pictures. 

As for the cycle of festivals, the Holi bonfire is burnt on the full moon day of Fagun 
(Phalguna, March-April) by all the Anavils of a village at a particular place and they 
worship it with new fruits and coconuts. Newlyweds go around it. The moon is also 
worshipped before dinner, which generally consists among other things of Sikhand (a 
sweet made from curds). In Surat, though this bonfire is burnt with equal joy, there 
is no separate Holi-spot for all the Anavils of the town. Inhabitants of a street, in- 
cluding Kayasthas, Baniyas, Sutars, etc., along with the Anavils who live there, would 
have it burned in their street. The usual offerings and the special menu of the dinner 
are also found in Surat. 
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Alunam is an unmarried girls’ holiday in the villages, on which these girls worship 
the goddess Parvati, the consort of Siva. They prepare a clay elephant, worship it 
every day, sing songs, dance, eat no salt, and on the final day immerse the elephant 
' in a pond or a well. In Surat the festival is also observed in the same way. All the girls, 
mostly Anavils of Sagrapara, for example, have their elephant and go through the 
festival together. A couple of other caste girls accompany them. 

Nagpamchem, on the bright fifth of Sravan, is also known as Khichdi Paficam, 
and its presiding deity is the cobra, which is represented in villages by drawing a 
picture of it on the wall; the picture is then worshipped by the ladies of the house. 
Khicdi (rice and dal cooked together) is the menu prescribed for the day. In Surat 
also I have seen the cobra represented on the walls of many Anavil houses. Khicdi 
is eaten by the Surat Anavils also on this day. On Seri Satem, the bright seventh of 
Sravan, Sitala, the goddess of smallpox, is worshipped. The hearth is also worshipped 
and cold food eaten on this day in the villages. The Surat Anavils also observe the day 
with the same details. On the bright ninth of the same month, called Nori Nem, the 
rural Anavils worship the mongoose and eat juwar bread and sprouted pulses. In Surat 
also the festival is celebrated in the same way. The full moon day of Sravan is important 
for the Anavils because on this day they change their old sacred threads for new ones 
and tie on their wrists the rakhdz, the wrist band of variegated colors and designs 
(supposed to be a protection against evil). In the villages as well as in Surat, this is 
an individual affair, each one changing the thread in his house, the officiant being the 
family priest. Unlike Bombay, where there are castewise collective thread changing 
ceremonies, Surat on this day follows the rural practice, probably because of the avail- 
ability of the priests who have time enough to go around to their yajamdns ‘clients.’ 

A word on the protective wrist bands will not be out of place here. In Surat there 
are artisans who make these of innumerable designs, permuting the colored threads 
and materials. These are bought by the Anavils as well as by others, and sent by sis- 
ters—real, classificatory and pseudo—to brothers and their children. The wives of 
brothers also send them to their husbands’ sisters and their children. The material 
culture aspect of this festival shows a distinct urban influence which soon spreads to 
the rural areas. 

In the first nine days of Aso, the last Hindu month, the mother goddesses are wor- 
shipped and garda songs are sung in their praise every night in the rural areas, by men 
as well as women. In Surat it is only women who sing these songs (in company with 
other caste women) and the men just look on. In Surat there are competitive and 
exhibition garba singing fests which are not found in the rural areas. As in the case of 
religious literature sold at temples and book stalls (mentioned above), garbavalis, 
collections of garba songs, are also sold at various places and these are readily bought 
by women. Many Gujarati poets also write new style poems which can be sung as 
garba, and because of the exhibition value and the competitive aspects, these are at 
once taken up by the urban women. These compositions come to the rural areas also, 
but comparatively late. The radio stations of Bombay (in its Gujarati programs), 
Rajkot, Ahmedabad, and Baroda relay garba sung by their station artists or by expert 
parties. This has two effects: first, these new-style garbasare in no time picked up by 
the listeners and sung in their own programs, and second, some men and women, 
instead of going to see the garda in the town, listen to them on the radio. 

The full moon day of the same month is called Pauva Piinem or Manek Thari 
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Piinem; on this day the moon is offered pia, and puffed rice with milk is eaten. The 
next day is candani padvo, the moonclit first, which is not celebrated by the rural 
Anavils; in Surat, however, following the general town behavior, the Anavils go on 
late-night picnics and eat sweets and snacks in the moonlight. 

Divali, the last day of the month of Aso, which also marks the end of the year, is 
devoted to the worship of lights, both in the rural and urban areas. Lamps fed with 
sweet oil and clarified butter are lighted on this and the preceding two days. Festival 
food is eaten on all these days. Ornamental designs, Santhia,? are drawn by ladies in 
front of the house. In villages these designs are simple; but in the urban Anavil houses, 
the Santhias are in various figures, more complicated, better colored, and more ornate. 
There are Santhia competitions also, which help the development of this art towards 
more refinement and complexity of design. Innumerable guide books now appear 
every year which also bring a kind of sophistication to this folk art. 

On the first day of the new year, the rural Anavils worship Laksmi and set up a 
miniature dung hill, Govardhan.’ In Surat, the Anavils who have been settled in the 
town for less than a hundred years, especially for service, etc., do not set up this dung 
hill. 

The agriculturist Anavils who have lived on the periphery of the town for the 
last two or three centuries still practice the old Anavil agricultural festivals. On the 
third day of the bright half of Vaisakh, which is the farmer’s New Year Day, they 
mark their bullocks’ foreheads with kamkum (a red powder) and worship their ploughs. 
On the bright eleventh of Posh, they profusely give grass and dried javar stalks to 
all cattle that pass through their street, and, as the rural Anavils do, they bury small 
earthen pots filled with pounded rice in their fields on the second day of the first 
month. 

The Anavils in villages observe a festival called Divaso on the last day of Akhad 
(Asadha, June-July). In the main, this is the festival of the Dublas, a tribe which has 
worked for centuries as hereditary field servants with the Anavils, who are a sub- 
stantial and dominant agricultural caste of the district. The Anavils cook festival food 
on this day, which is called the harbinger of a hundred festivals, as all the important 
festivals begin from that day. They also give food to their Dubla servants. The agri- 
culturist Anavils in Surat observe the festival with the same earnestness and details 
as found in the villages, but others in the town do not. 

Among religious books usually read by the Anavils, mention must be made of 
Satyanarayan ni Katha ‘The Story of God in the Form of Truth,’ which is read as a 
matter of ritual both in the villages and in Surat. No difference exists in this between 
the town and the village practice. An Anavil family takes a vow to have the story read 
if some wish of theirs—a boy passing an examination, a girl recovering from an illness, 
a marriage function ending happily, or a family member who has gone abroad returning 
home after a long time—is fulfilled. The family priest, or, in Surat, the caste priest, 
nat gor, is called, and through him all the Anavils are invited. In Surat others may also 
come. The priest then sets up a small wooden stool, Saat, on which is laid a white 
cloth, rice, and in its midst a copper vessel, over which hangs a flower decked thread. 
To the four corners of the stool are tied banana and sugar cane leaves. Gods Ganpati 
and Visnu are set there; incense is burnt and a ghee lamp is lighted there. The headman 
of the family, washed and dressed in a silken cloth, sits on a wooden plank before the 
stool and the invitees sit around him. Then the priest leader gets the headman to wor- 
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ship the water containers, god Ganpati with his wives Rddhi and Siddhi, the mother 
Earth, and the lamp, and then he repeats the thousand names of Visnu, with each 
name the yajamdan offering flowers and tu/si to god Visnu, placed in a plate kept on 
the water vessel. The Satyanarayag ni Katha is then read; at the end of each one of 
its five chapters, the reader asks the spectators to call: “Satyanarayan dev ki je” ‘Victory 
be to God Satya Narayan,’ which they all do with one voice. Ultimately there is the 
singing of a prayer in unison; this is followed by the distribution of some prasad (sweets, 
fruits, etc.). The story mentions mythological events showing the importance of the 
Satyanarayan ni Katha and the potency of Truth. 

As far as the religious functionaries of the Surat Anavils are concerned, two im- 
portant developments have taken place. The Surat Anavils, especially those of Gopi- 
para and Sagram Para, which are their strongholds (to whatever village they originally 
belonged), formed themselves into a body called panc, the membership being open 
to all the caste men who paid an entrance fee of one rupee (this was called ekdo nodhavu, 
crediting one’s one). This panc had its own cooking and serving utensil sets and mat- 
tresses, which were given to members whenever they needed them for a marriage or 
an initiation ceremony. The panc could outcaste any of its members who did not obey 
its rules. The panc had a priest who was called nat gor, whose main duty was to carry 
invitations to Anavil invitees to a function. He also goes around on the first day of 
Sravan to his Anavil yajamans and takes a betel nut from each of the devotees desiring 
him to do samkalpa (worshipping the God and repeating his name for all the thirty 
days of the month, this being considered very pious) and returns the nuts to them at 
the end of the month after completing his mission. This priest gets from his yajamans 
uncooked food on all the festivals and on both the elevenths of the month of Sravan. 

On the other hand, some of the Anavils also have their family priests, who officiate 
at almost everything religious in their homes. Some of the families have taken up the 
priests of their kinfolk who formerly lived in Surat. One of my informants told me 
that he had the priest who formerly worked with his father’s sister’s family, who do 
not now live in Surat. 

In Surat quite substantial donations have been given by a few Anavils; this is 
supposed to be meritorious, giving in charity being considered very religious and 
bestowing other worldly benefits. One of the Anavils had the Anavil Vadi constructed. 
A Vadi, though the word literally means a garden, is a community center where caste 
members (and others also by paying a fee) can celebrate their socio-ritual functions, 
enough space and plenty of the requisites being supplied there as part of the activities 
of the Vadi. (Vadis of various castes are found in urban areas but not in villages.) A 
rural Anavil who wants to curtail marriage expenses may celebrate the function in 
the Anavil Vadi, inviting only a few persons, which he cannot do in his village. 

Some Anavils have donated scholarships to the local high and middle schools. One 
Anavil “charity” (the institutions thus created are known as “‘charities”) includes the 
construction of a room for members of the bar and provision of a library in the district 
judge’s office. One donated a gymnasium building for a women’s college in Surat; and 
one has had a Prarthna Mandir (Hall of Prayer) constructed in the hostel formerly 
meant for Anavil students only. This hostel itself has various halls constructed from 
money given in dan ‘gift, charity’ by many Anavils. 

In other religious spheres, the Anavils of Surat seem to have taken part, not as 
leaders but cooperatively in the middle ranks. There is an Aéram called Sri Bhadra 





396 Journal of American Folklore 


A&ram, whose main object is to hold prayer meetings, in which three or four Anavils 
take quite an active interest. Some Anavils also go to hear the discourses of sectarian 
leaders in the local Vaisnava temples. Although they do not have their own bhajan 
mandals, the Anavils of Nanavat and Sagram Para areas join prayer singing parties 
composed of several castes. Similarly they also do not have any dramatic club associa- 
tion of their own, though a few do take part in amateur performances staged by com- 
panies not organized along caste lines. 


NOTES 


1 Garba are a form of folksong sung in Gujarat during the first Nine Nights in the bright 
half of the month of Aso. They are generally about one or the other of the goddesses (Amba, 
Bahucara, Kalika, and Khodiyar). 

® Santhias are folk drawings done by hand. The pattern is easily made by first filling a re- 
quired sized rectangle (in points, the distance between two consecutive points being about an 
inch) with an equal number of points length and breadthwise, and then connecting these points 
to form the designs—flowers, butterflies, swastikas. All these points and designs are drawn with 
rice flour or stone powder dropped with the help of the thumb and the index finger. Necessary 
dry powder colors are also then filled in. 

8 Sri Krsna, one of the ten incarnations of God, saved the village of Gokul from incessant 
rains under a hill named Govardhan which he held high supporting it on his little finger. This 
miniature is perhaps in the memory of that feat, the Anavils say. 


Tribal Research Institute 
Chhindwara, M. P., India 








SOME ASPECTS OF CASTE IN BENGAL! 


By Nrrmat Kumar Bose 


While the interest was formerly more in the direction of origin, the emphasis 

has apparently shifted in modern times to a study of its contemporary functions. 
In the Presidential Address to the Section on Anthropology and Archaeology of the 
Indian Science Congress in 1957, M. N. Srinivas showed how caste has not only not 
been weakened by forces of modernization in India, but has, on the contrary, been 
fortified, so that it plays a significant role even in the determination of the character of 
democratic institutions in the country.” 

Whether one should limit one’s field of observation to one particular field or allow 
comparisons to be made in other fields also, is a question which can be legitimately 
raised in this connection. For, it is well known that caste derives its strength not merely 
from the power structure of society, but also from its association with a particular 
form of organization in the economic as well as the religious life of the country. Occupa- 
tions are ranked into high and low, and so are various forms of religious beliefs and 
practices. And thus various shades of philosophy and ways of life have been allowed to 
coexist in apparent avoidance of conflict with one another. The question may legiti- 
mately be raised as to what is happening in the other aspects of caste’s many sided 
organization. 

With this end in view, it may be profitable for us to examine the case of a state like 
Bengal where the ancient ways of life have been subjected to more profound alteration 
than in many other parts of India. The causes which have led to this special development 
have been both accidental and intentional. British commerce found a favorable roosting 
place in Bengal at the end of the seventeenth century, while about a century or more 
afterwards, awakened and indigenous Indian leadership recognized the imperative 
necessity of “modernization”; as a result, wave after wave of social reform arose and 
brought about significant changes in the cultural as well as the social life of the province. 
If the forces of change have affected Bengal’s life in one particular manner, or have 
also set up contrary forces of diminishing strength in their train, it may not be unreason- 
able to expect that similar forces may bring about comparable results in other linguistic 
or cultural provinces of India, if the forces happen to be similar to those encountered 
in the case chosen for our present study. 

Birbhum is a district in West Bengal which has retained its predominantly rural 
character. In the heart of this rice growing country lies the village of Jajigram with a 
population of 2160 individuals. The name of the village is derived from yajana, yajiia, 
Vedic ‘fire sacrifice,’ and gram, ‘village’; and the fact that the place has a large Brahman 
population is probably the result of its ancient historical origin when a colony of 
Brahmans took up residence in this place. There are, altogether, twenty-eight castes 
in residence here, and the following table presents the number, traditional occupation, 
as well as actual occupation followed by each of these castes. It may be pointed out 


Cw has always been of interest to students of Indian history and civilization. 
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that the census presented below was the result of a local social worker’s survey under- 


taken in the year 1947.° 





Group A: Castes From WHom WarTER Is NoT ACCEPTED BY BRAHMANS 


No. of 


Name 


Families 


Individuals 


Traditional 
Occupation 


Actual 
Occupation 





Muci 65 


Bhuimili 40 


Phulmili 7 


Rajbamfi 
Bhar 
Mal 
Konai 
Bauri 
Dom 


Kora Santal 
Jele 


Dhoba 


325 


150 


25 


35 
35 
400 


5 


20 


65 
55 


10 


Tanning, 
shoemaking 
Sweeping, 
cleaning 


Gardening, supply- 


ing flowers for 
religious offering 
Boatmen and 


agricultural labor 


Mfg. of chapped 
rice, labor 


Agricultural labor 


do. 
do. 


Landless labor 


T.O.;* landless labor; 
2 peasant proprietors 
Landless labor 


Landless labor 


T.O. 


Working in bamboo T.O. 


(basket weaving) 


Digging earth, labor T.O. 


Fishing 


Washing clothes 


T.O., 2 peasant 
proprietors 
T.O. 


Group B: Castes From WHom Water 1s ACCEPTED BY BRAHMANS 


No. of 
Families 


Individuals 


Traditional 
Occupation 


Actual 
Occupation 





8 


25 


10 
10 
20 

5 
50 


5 


Milk trade and 
cow-keeping 
Farming 
Mfg. Pottery 
Blacksmithery 
Carpentry 
Shaving and 
hair-cutting 
Trading in spices 
Cultivation of 
betel vine 

? 
Clerical work 


T.O. and farming 


Landless labor 


Trade and farming 
T.O.; 2 grocers, 3 
unskilled physicians 
Clerical jobs 
Farming, clerical 
job, 2 physicians, 
some unemployed 





Some Aspects of Caste in Bengal 
Group C: Hicu Castes 


No. of Traditional Actual 
Name Families —_ Individuals Occupation Occupation 


Rajpit 4 15 Soldiers Landless labor 
Chatri 6 15 Soldiers Farming, 
clerical work 
Brahman 30 Priestcraft, Farming, clerical job, 
teaching, etc. 1 physician, some 
unemployed 
Grahacarya (Brahman) Astrology T.O. 
Vaidya Physician Farming, physicians, 
clerical job, 
also unemployed 
Bairagi Religious T.O., 
(Vaisnava mendicant) mendicancy 1 in farming 








It is observed in the table that sixty-eight percent of the population belongs to the 
section from whom water is found unacceptable by “upper” castes like Brahman or 
Vaidya. Leather workers have mostly lost their hereditary occupation, because hides 
and skins have, for many years past, formed an important collection from the villages 
of India for purposes of export. They have gradually drifted towards agriculture, and 
form a fair proportion of the landless labor corps of the village. Bamboo workers, i.e., 
basket-weavers, and fishermen alone have been able to retain their own profession; 


among the last, two have become peasants owning land. 

Among the “‘clean Siidras,” i.e., those farming and artisan castes from whom water 
is acceptable to Brahmans, the change from traditional occupation has been less marked 
in character. These Siidras constitute altogether 22.6 percent of the total population. 
We find that milkmen have also taken to agriculture, while one member of the black- 
smith caste has joined clerical service. The comparatively more prosperous cultivators 
of betel vine, namely Barai, are, by and large, farmers; while two of them trade in 
grocery, three are physicians, and some are unemployed. The Kayasthas form, in 
this group, an educated and professional class; while there is also some dependence 
among them upon cultivation through hired laborers. The Brahman (including 
Grahacarya, astrologer) and Vaidya, who claim equal status with the Brahman in 
society, are both dependent on farming through hired laborers, or earn their livelihood 
through professions like clerical service, teaching etc., or are unemployed. They 
altogether constitute about nine percent of the total. 

The inhabitants of the village, therefore, depend largely on agriculture, even 
though the more favored ones educationally may supplement their income through 
one or other of the higher professions. 

Although the village has succeeded in retaining its predominantly rural character, 
yet there has taken place a considerable alteration in the economic relationship 
which binds together its permanent and floating population. At one time, part of the 
payment due for the annual services of artisans like carpenters, potters, etc. used to be 
in terms of a share of the annual harvest, while services like those of barbers or washer- 
men were recompensed by the grant of small areas of service land. These have now 





400 Journal of American Folklore 


been largely replaced in the village by cash payments. One of the reasons is that the 
village offers today an open market for artisans from other villages, just as it does, 
during the harvest season, to a large number of Santal laborers from the neighboring 
district of Santal Parganas. 

It is also significant that although many of the castes are in the same profession, 
yet there is no intermarriage between them, whether they belong to the landless or 
the land owning section of the population. Ranking has remained the same; except for 
the fact that due to reform movements in recent times, the untouchables have straight- 
ened their back, and adult franchise has also made it imperative upon all castes to 
court the favor of the latter for purposes of patronage during elections. 

In Bengal, there have always been several kinds of villages. Some have been 
predominantly agricultural, with or without a fair proportion of artisan and upper 
castes, while others have owed their origin to trade or industry, or been centers of 
administration or learning. A village like Jhalakathi in East Bengal is essentially a 
center of trade and commerce. In West Bengal, too, villages like Katwa, lying at the 
junction of two rivers, or like Ilambazar, which was once a river port from which 
roads radiated into the surrounding country, have been villages of the same character. 
In addition, they have sometimes attracted industries to their neighborhood. Weavers, 
in particular, find such market villages suitable for buying yarn and also for disposing 
of their manufactures to wholesale dealers. There have been, besides villages of the 
above kind, also centers of religious pilgrimage, or seats of Sanskrit learning, or perhaps 
a place which served as the administrative headquarters of some local dignitary, 
which in consequence succeeded in attracting people of various interests round the 
neighborhood. 

Santipur is a town in West Bengal which bears many of these characteristics. 
Its description, as presented below, is based entirely on the research conducted by 
Ilika Chatterjee, a student of the Geography Department of the University of Calcutta 
in 1956-57. 

The town has been an important center of learning and a focal point of Vaisnava 
revival since the late fifteenth century. It was also the headquarters of Muslim con- 
querors in Bengal at an earlier date, when perhaps two small forts were established 
on its eastern and western flanks. Textile weaving, and also the indigo industry, were 
so important at one time that the East India Company established one of their trading 
posts at this point; while another was founded at Kalna on the other side of the river 
Ganges. It is interesting that as the weavers, Tanti, of Santipur grew in prosperity, 
some of them built temples at great expense in the quarter of the town where they 
principally resided. 

As the town thus progressively added one function to another, it also increased 
proportionately in size. Small villages or mauzas which lay in the neighborhood became 
so overgrown that eventually several of them became fused to give rise to the municipal 
town which bears its present name. Yet, in spite of this fusion, the original prepon- 
derance of various castes in different localities has remained a distinct feature of the 
municipal town. Although a very strict delimitation is not possible, many areas bear 
distinctive caste names, and are inhabited by a preponderance of one particular caste, 
except where poverty or migration for better prospects elsewhere has altered the 
character of the population. 

The eastern and western flanks of the town, near its southern border bounded by 
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the river, are predominantly inhabited by Mohammedans. Perhaps two forts were 
situated here at one time, for they have given the names Sutragar ‘fort in the beginning’ 
and Saragar ‘fort at the end’ to the respective localities. The southern low-lying land, 
which actually forms a part of the river bed, is inhabited by the Kurmi, a caste of 
sturdy cultivators who originally migrated from Bihar and until recently still retained 
some of their distinctive social customs. At one point in the west, contiguous to the 
area inhabited by the Mohammedans, there is a small settlement of Rajpiits and also 
of Pathans, the latter being, naturally, Muslim by religion. The last two claim to 
have arrived here in company with the Muslim conqueror, Bakhtiar Khalji. Both 
these groups have likewise preserved their separateness in ways of life from the neigh- 
boring people. 

Within the most congested part of the town, there are several localities bearing 
the names of the commercial Tili, weaving Tanti, and priestly Brahman castes. There 
is also a locality which bears the name of the Kamsari, or brass and bell-metal working 
artisan caste. The fishing Jele, pottery making Kumor, banking Subarnabanik, and 
the Goala who deal in milk, are concentrated in some areas, although they have not 
succeeded, perhaps because of paucity of numbers, in adding their names to particular 
localities. 

A map indicating the distribution of occupations can be superimposed on the 
previous one relating to caste, and then a series of interesting facts begins to reveal 
itself. The Brahman locality shows a predominance of occupations connected with 
clerical jobs, education, law, medicine, etc. Pathans and Rajpiits have been converted 
into small traders or laborers; while Muslims residing in the neighborhood of the forts 
which have disappeared are, by and large, laborers or drivers of bullock carts and 
horse drawn carriages. Potters have retained their profession to a large extent, while 
the brass and bell-metal working Kamsari have lost it considerably. This might be 
due to the increasing use of aluminum ware made by machine, which is cheaper than 
brass or bell-metal ware. The Moira, sweet meat and sugar manufacturers, and many 
of the Goala, milkmen, have taken to weaving. Coarse, country made sugar is no 
longer as popular as cheap cane sugar made in factories. Much of the gur which was 
refined in Santipur used to be imported from districts which are now in East Pakistan. 
That supply has been virtually cut off; and may account for part of the change in 
the occupation of the Moira. The Goala have, on the other hand, been affected by 
the importation of powdered milk from abroad. The Moira of Santipur supply this 
type of dried milk to the Goala, who take it home and bring it back in the form of 
curds used in the preparation of sweet meats, so that the Goala earns no more than by 
mere processing. He has, like many of the Moira, taken to weaving, as that industry 
still retains a high standard of reputation in the rest of Bengal. It is noteworthy that 
Brahmans have completely avoided the profession of weaving, but have shifted from 
their former Sanskrit learning and priestcraft to professions which have arisen in 
the wake of English education. 

One might enter into a statistical analysis of the number of persons within each 
caste who have shifted from their hereditary, traditional occupation, and thus try to 
discover if there are any avoidances or preferences in the choice of new occupations 
evinced by castes occupying varying ranks. That would be unnecessary for our present 
purpose, which is no more than to show that even when people do not leave their 
ancient homes, and retain territorial or geographical separateness to an appreciable 
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extent, changes in occupation may be proportionately more extensive than the physical 
movements involved. In the case of Santipur, such changes have not been due to the 
growth of industries; but due to an alteration in the character of occupations arising 
from small economic or administrative and political changes, so that the latter have 
not been attended by wide-spread demographic alterations. 

Perhaps this may account for the fact that, as the old society with its established 
code of conduct thus remained intact, the rules of caste also largely persisted. Although 
the Moira, Goala, and some others have adopted the same profession as that of the 
Tanti (weaver), yet each of these castes continues to remain as strictly endogamous 
as before. There are cooperative societies which bring all weavers living in one neigh- 
borhood under the fold of one marketing organization; yet identity of interest in 
trade has not succeeded in breaking through the barriers of caste endogamy. 

A study of occupational changes along somewhat different lines was undertaken 
by Priti Mitra, a research student in the Department of Anthropology, Calcutta 
University in 1941-43. She carefully compared the number of those ir: West Bengal 
who still retained their traditional occupation in different census years and those 
who had forsaken it for other profitable occupations. Some of the results of her inquiry 
were published by the present author in 1949,° and a part of this is presented below. 
The census reports of 1901, 1911, 1921 and 1931 yielded necessary figures in regard 
to fourteen castes only, while in the case of others, figures were available in some 
censuses, but not in all. Figures after 1931 become very unreliable as caste was not 
often recorded by informants, and this condition was aggravated in the censuses of 
1941 and 1951. 





Kumor: Mec. or Potrery 
1901 19II 1931 

Population 195,533 278,206 289,654 
Earning members 92,659 53,506 
Percentage of literates 6.56 8.04 9.66 
Percentage in: 

traditional occupation 75.16 73.80 58.87 

agriculture 16.60 13.40 19.89 


industries 78.14 s 65.66 
higher professions 0.857 4.257 











KAMAR: BLACKSMITHERY 


1901 IgII 





Population 176, 873 238,595 
Earning members 86,902 
Percentage of literates 10.34 14.98 
Percentage in: 
traditional occupation 47-35 57.48 
agriculture 19.30 
industries 67.53 
higher professions 1.745 





Population 


Earning members 
Percentage of literates 
Percentage in: 
traditional occupation 
agriculture 
industries 
higher professions 


BAcpi or Byacra Ksatriya: AGRICULTURE AND FISHING 


Population 
Earning members 
Percentage of literacy 
Percentage in: 
traditional occupation 
agriculture 
industries 
higher professions 


Population 
Earning members 
Percentage of literacy 
Percentage in: 
traditional occupation 
agriculture 
industries 
higher professions 


Population 
Earning members 
Percentage of literacy 
Percentage in: 
traditional occupation 
agriculture 
industries 
higher professions 


1901 1911 
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CAMAR AND Mucti: LEATHER WoRKING 


1921 





96, 391 533,131 


(only Camar) 


238,058 
3-19 2.97 


23.26 33-77 
33-47 32.33 
37.06 
0.254 


1901 1911 





564,879 


2444145 
3-11 


23.94 
28.60 


42.84 
0.449 


1921 





703,147 847,228 
392,472 
1.57 1.91 


70.13 71.28 


73-4! 
10.05 


0.247 


1901 191 





886, 821 


3715477 
2.13 


42.28(?) 


68 . 66 
9-23 
0.355 


GoALA: Cow Keepinc anp Mitk TRADE 


1921 





494, 699 583,790 
251, 829 
6.33 7.68 


41.45 31.39 
41.00 


6.47 
1.650 


Varpya: MEDICINE 


1901 IgII 





582,597 
239, 429 
10.57 


21.30 

42.21 
7-43 
1.873 


1921 


1931 





31,357 88,298 
21,133 
45.62 53.21 


36.10 20.11 
7.163 
2.13 
54-663 


102, 870 
24,114 
> Y oP 


15.02 
12.418 
1.22 


46.811 


110,739 
26,292 


51.79 


18.80 
6.04 
1.85 

49.40 
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BRAHMAN: PRIESTCRAFT, TEACHING ETC. 
1901 1911 1921 1931 

Population 1,019, 348 1,191, 867 I, 314, 430 1,456, 180 
Earning members 400,064 425,173 417,157 
Percentage of literacy 35.84 39.85 43.15 37.28 
Percentage in: 

traditional occupation 33-54 21.79 14.57 16.57 

agriculture 19.39 22.63 15.38 

industries 2.92 3-57 4.50 

higher professions 43-71 34.96 30.76 





A comparison of the tables will indicate that, on the whole, changes have taken 
place in two directions among various castes. Artisan castes like Kumor (potter), 
Kamar (blacksmith), or Camar-Muci (tanner and leather worker) have drifted either 
towards agricultural labor, or skilled labor in industries other than their traditional 
one. The percentage of literacy among them has tended to remain low, at a lower 
level than the average for all castes in Bengal. Castes like the Byagra Ksatriya (formerly 
recorded as Bagdi), whose traditional occupation was labor in the fields, have retained 
it to an appreciable extent; and their percentage of literacy has also tended to remain 
at a considerably low level, lower than that of the average for artisan castes, for example. 
In the case of castes like Brahman or Vaidya, the departure from traditional occupation 
has been very high indeed; while there has been a corresponding concentration, not in 
agriculture or industries, but in “higher professions,” like medicine, law, office work 


of various kinds, or landowning or land management. Percentages of literacy are 
naturally higher in comparison with the country’s average. 

Furthermore, it is of interest to note that figures for employment in traditional 
occupations have been steadily reduced in the case of those castes referred to in the 
last portion of the above paragraph. Thus, the decline has been as follows: 





Percentage of earning 1901 1911 1921 1931 
members engaged in tradi- 


tional occupations 
Brahman 33-54 21.79 14.57 16.57 
Vaidya 36.10 20.11 15.02 18.80 





It is interesting that here, too, castes have remained endogamous; or, in other 
words, sameness of occupation, whether in the learned professions or agriculture, has 
not tended in any way to break down the barriers of endogamy. Some investigation 
along this line has recently been conducted among two “upper” and two “lower” 
castes in West Bengal under the direction of Iravati Karve, which tends to show that 
rules of marriage have remained practically unaltered in the course of at least three 
generations. One will naturally await with interest the publication of the results of 
this very significant piece of investigation. 

There is thus some amount of evidence to indicate that changes in occupation have 
been widespread in the state of West Bengal, but this has not been attended by an alter- 
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ation of the rules of endogamy to any appreciable extent. Should that be taken to mean 
that there has been no change in the internal affairs of caste at all? 

For this purpose, let us turn once more to the work of Priti Mitra referred to 
above. After an analysis of census figures, Mitra proceeded to investigate some of the 
caste organizations separately. It appears that from about the beginning of the present 
century, when castes and their ranks began to be recorded in census returns, many 
organizations along modern lines have also been established in India to take charge of 
a few of the interests associated with caste. Srinivas noted in his presidential address 
referred to above that some of these go back to about the middle of the last century; 
but, by and large, many were established, or became particularly active, from the 
census of 1901 onwards. 

At least, this has been so in the case of West Bengal, where associations were 
formed at or near the latter event by castes like the Yogi, Sadgop, Gand- 
habanik, Subarnabanik, Namah$iidra, Kayastha, Vaidya or Brahman. These organi- 
zations appear to possess very few functions in the ordinary life of their members. But 
when there is some question of rank involved, popular enthusiasm can be raised high, 
and even made to serve some purposes of internal social reform. In the case of castes 
enjoying a high rank, like the Brahman, Vaidya, or Kayastha, the specific organizations 
do not ever seem to have reached any high point of activity. 

1¢ organizations of the Yogi, a “‘clean’’ caste of weavers, and of the Namah$idras, 
who are considered very low in the social scale, and whose traditional occupation 
happens to be agriculture and the plying of boats, can be taken up for consideration, 
on the basis of Priti Mitra’s work.® 

.\a author named Radhagovinda Nath presented a newly published book entitled 
Bangiya Yogi Jati ‘The Yogi Caste of Bengal’ to the Census Commissioner before 
the census of 1911. In the journal founded by the caste organization, entitled Yogi 
Sakha@ ‘Friend of the Yogi,’ some of the articles published were as follows: “‘{Our] 
Historical Past,” “The Historical Position of the Yogi Caste,” “Ray of Light,” 
“Who Are We?”, and “Downfall and its Prevention.” 

During the census of 1921, a claim was made by members of the priestly section 
of the Yogi that they should be enumerated as Brahmans. It should be noted that the 
Yogis had priests belonging to their own caste. In 1931, the entire Yogi caste claimed 
the status of Brahmanhood. At an annual conference, a resolution was adopted that 
the Yogi should wear the sacred thread characteristic of Brahmans in Bengal. Articles 
on the subject were published in the Yogt Sakha@ of 1318, 1320, 1321, 1328 B.S., 
corresponding to 1911 onwards. These bore titles like “The Ritual of Wearing the 
Sacred Thread,” “Popularity of the Sacred Thread,” etc. It was also suggested in one 
of these articles that the priestly section of the caste should educate themselves in 
the proper manner, so that they could be truly worthy of their profession. 

It is significant that some articles published in the same journal advocated the 
liquidation of endogamous subdivisions within the caste. Child marriage was con- 
demned, and articles were published in order to promote women’s interests; for, in 
the matter of literacy, women lagged far behind men belonging to the caste. Such 
articles bore titles like the following: “Our Duty Towards Women,” ‘‘Female Educa- 
tion,” “An Appeal to Our Sisters,” “Will Not Women Grow Up?” and “Women’s Prob- 
lems.” The caste seems to have been divided in its mind on the question of the marriage 


of widows; a few widow remarriages were performed in spite of the opposition of 
the older, more conservative section. 
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The question of occupation was also important. The Yogi are, by tradition, weavers; 
and the handloom industry has received fitful encouragement in Bengal, as a result 
of the boycott of British piecegoods since the Swadeshi movement of 1905. The 
caste has consequently not suffered very much from lack of employment. Yet questions 
like the following were raised and discussed in the Yogt Sakha of 1321 B.S. (1914 
A.D.). Can Yogis who have worn the sacred thread employ themselves in agriculture? 
The answer was yes. It was also recommended that the Yogi should adopt any industry 
which was likely to yield profit. 

In contrast to the Yogi, who tried no more than to gain recognition as equal to 
Brahmans, and this without much bitterness, or to effect certain internal reforms, 
the organization of the Namahfiidra appears to be charged with a more urgent demand 
for recognition to a socially elevated rank. This populous and hard working agricultural 
caste has suffered from a social stigma whose origin is difficult to ascertain; and it is 
justifiable, therefore, that there should be a considerable element of bitterness displayed 
by the educated members of the caste against the “upper” castes in general. 

This caste has its own organizations which publish journals like the Pata@ka ‘Banner’ 
or the NamahSiidra Suhrd ‘Friend of the NamabhSidra.’ In an article published in 
1908, a writer named Raicharan Biswas stated: “We are Brahmins by caste. Prompted 
by envy or anger, people may dislike us; but if one observes our clean Brahmanical 
way of life as practiced generation after generation, they will have to admit unani- 
mously that the Namashudra caste is descended from the ancient sages and Rishis, 
i.e., from pure Brahmins. Secondly, our occupation is the @rya or noble one of agricul- 
ture; and this has always been considered a very lofty profession indeed.” A book 
was also published in order to substantiate the claim thus made. It was entitled 


Jatitattva O Namahsya Kuladarpana ‘The History of Caste and a Mirror of the Lineage 
of the Namahsyas.’ 

Widow remarriage was in vogue among the Namah$iidra community. But as 
the claim to recognition of Brahmanhood became more insistent, widow remarriage 
was correspondingly discouraged. 

In 1916, an editorial was published in the Pataka, in which it was stated: 


It has been due to education received through the favours of the British government that 
we have now realized what we are, and how great is our strength. A caste with a population of 
25 lacs cannot remain asleep for ever. We had been put to sleep by the blind Hindu kings 
who ruled over Hindu society. Today we have woken up from that slumber through the 
grace of the mighty British, who believe in the equality of men and not in caste. Laws framed 
by narrow Brahmins prevented us from reaching within the boundaries of the temple of 
learning. But why should we worry any longer? The British government itself has now come 
to the aid of the uneducated; = have ever been the help of the poor, and the hope of the 
downtrodden castes. 


The gazetteer of the Dacca district records that, by and large, the Namahéiidra 
caste abstained from participation in the anti-partition agitation of Bengal in 1905. 
Nagarbashi Majumdar and Raghunath Sarkar, two prominent Namahfiidra citizens 
of Vikrampur in Dacca, fervently expressed their loyalty to the Lieutenant Governor 
of Bengal and claimed special favors from the government in matters affecting education 
and employment. In 1907, when the Swadeshi movement was at its height, a deputation 
of representative NamahSiidra citizens waited upon the Lieutenant Governor and 
prayed for the perpetuation of British rule. 
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The pattern of production associated with caste seems to have been so successful 
at one time that some Muslims of rural India followed the rule of ranking of occupa- 
tions, and even of endogamy, in clear contravention of the dictates of Islam. As late 
as 1927 A.D., Mohammed Yaqub Ali, Headmaster of Rajarampur High School, 
published a book in Bengali entitled Mushalmaner Jatibhed ‘Caste Among the Mussal- 
mans,’ in which he bitterly complained that ignorant Muslims had been corrupted by 
contact with Hindus, and looked upon the professions of fishing, oil pressing, etc. 
as lowly. The so-called upper class Muslims even hesitated to intermarry with groups 
of Muslims following these professions along the family line; and this was clearly 
against the tenets of Islam.’ 

When it became impossible to earn one’s living in Bengal by means of the tradi- 
tional, hereditary occupation, and a more or less urbanized middle class began to 
emerge from among all castes of Hindus, as well as Muslims, one of the roots which 
held caste firmly received a rude shock. Changes in occupation have not, however, 
become completely free and universal. Movements of people from and into the villages 
have also been slow, so that, altogether, the impact of changed occupation, and of the 
rise of an urbanized, educated, professional class, has not, up till now, resulted in 
liquidating the bonds which gave permanence to caste. Yet, it cannot be questioned 
that the bonds of the latter have been considerably weakened in so far as choice of 
occupations is concerned. A Brahman today might own a shoemaking factory, and 
yet not arouse social disapprobation in express form. The backbone of orthodoxy 
seems to have been broken, at least on this plane, in Bengal. Among the former “‘lower”’ 
castes, again, the claim to higher rank does not today evoke the same amount of 
resistance as it perhaps did fifty years ago. Moreover, the claim, i.e., the revolt against 
relegation to a suppressed rank, has been accompanied by a conscious endeavor of 
approximation to the social practices of the upper castes. This has been both in the 
direction of orthodoxy and of reformed practices. In any case, caste has not remained 
unchanged, but shows some amount of alteration in regard to features connected 
with economic pursuits as well as ranking in society, on the basis of occupations. 

There is another direction in which caste continues to receive a strong, though 
perhaps milder and less perceived shock, than the one noted above. But that promises 
to have more far reaching effects as the process becomes more consolidated. Hindu 
religion has always believed in a pluralism of faiths, each suited to the particular 
spiritual requirements of the community or the individual in question. Provided there 
is common agreement on a very limited number of points, faiths of widely divergent 
character have passed as lying well within the federation of faiths known as Hinduism. 
According to Marxian historians, such a religious organization would be considered 
to be the logical superstructure of a productive system in which castes were graded 
into high and low, and occupations fixed in perpetuity along hereditary lines, so 
that they formed an interlocking mesh, with privileges permanently guaranteed to 
some and service perpetually to others. Whether such a view is justified or not is 
beyond our present concern. What is important in the present context is that in the 
caste system, different elements are encouraged to persist in their local, communal 
culture, so that cultural pluralism happens to be stabilized so long as various castes 
are bound to one another in mutual interdependence by traditionally fixed exchanges 
of goods and services. 

Not only Marxians, but political thinkers of various schools have long looked 
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upon this aspect of caste with varying degrees of misgiving. Many have described 
the system of hereditary occupations and of the pluralism of faiths as a bar to the 
growth of national unity in India, and to progress. Great reformers, who have, how- 
ever, favored the pluralistic character of faiths encouraged by Hinduism, have occa- 
sionally tried to distinguish the grain from the chaff; and they have recommended 
that while there should be no bar to a man’s choice of occupations, there should be 
no ranking if all such occupations are necessary for the existence of society. One 
need not discourage pluralism in faiths, for that might turn out to be one of India’s 
great gifts to human civilization. Vivekananda and Gandhi were both ardent social 
reformers; and while both subscribed to the highest faiths of Hinduism, they did not 
see any reason why unity should only be achievable through uniformity. 

Others in India have been less clear on the subject. Every urgency of demand for 
national integration, when political unity has been threatened, has been attended by 
demands of uniformity. There can be a natural, as well as a forced growth of uniformity. 
It may be hard to distinguish between the two, yet it is not an impossible task. 

If the threat to national integration in India becomes more urgent through the 
growth of sectional interests, as during the reorganization of the provinces, or if 
India is threatened by involvement in war, it is more than likely that the exigencies 
of political organization may encourage a standardization of culture much sooner 
than slow, conscious, educative endeavor may succeed in bringing about. But the 
question may well be raised whether we may not, in that very process, when the needs 
of war become more clamorous than those of peace, do away in our haste with an 
element of Indian culture which may have an abiding value for mankind? Historically, 
one need not forget that nationalism arose in Europe partly as a result of the needs 
of war, whether that was waged in the political or the commercial field. Its contribution 
to progress need not be minimized; it liquidated smaller barriers which divided man 
from man within the nation states. But nationalism can also become a danger when it 
usurps to itself a superiority that every narrow minded individual can also assign 
to himself or his small tribe. 

In any case, let us at the moment do no more than draw attention to the fact 
that just as caste has been changing undoubtedly in Bengal in the field of men’s 
economic activity, there is an indication that, on the level of its cultural superstructure, 
there are forces at work which tend to weaken its hold upon the mind of urbanized, 
politically conscious people, eager for change along the lines of the West. It is not 
enough to say that much is left over from the past, much remains to be done; it is 
also necessary to observe how much has been achieved even within the last fifty 
years in an organization which served India economically and culturally for many 
centuries in the past. 

A possible and perhaps significant line of inquiry might be to investigate what 
proportion of marriages among politically active persons follow the traditional and 
the reformed patterns; and if, again, there is any significant difference between parties 
belonging to different age groups. How again do parties fare if they are committed 
to programs of social reform or otherwise? 

Srinivas has indicated in his presidential address that the success of candidates 
in election was often due to the support which was given to them on considerations 
of caste. Caste rivalries also had their due share in determining the fate of candidates. 
While there is some reason to share the fear raised by Srinivas in his address, there is 
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no reason to believe that, at least, in the sphere of politics, one need give way to 
despair. In West Bengal, at least, caste has played a more negligible role than in the 
neighboring state of Bihar. One has to remember that, in Bengal as well as in Bihar, 
political parties bearing an all-India character, like the Congress, the Socialist and 
the Communist parties, or the Jan Sangh and the Hindu Mahasabha have been guided 
by considerations other than caste in the choice of the majority of their representatives. 
Personal qualifications have been counted to be of more importance, even where 
caste has shaped choices to a certain extent. The steady growth of socially revolutionary 
ideology in India, which has been carried farther in the field of ideas than in the plane 
of action, has tended more to welcome change than to create further resistance to 
its advance. 

Attention should be drawn here to a significant fact which also tends to prove that 
the social climate has been subject to serious alteration in recent times. If we pursue 
the history of nonconformist reformatory sects of the past, like those associated with 
the names of Caitanya-Nityananda, or of Kabir or Nanak (and this may even be 
stretched back to the time of the Buddha and the Jaina Tirthankaras), whenever 
there was a revolt against caste, and men were drawn into a new brotherhood on the 
basis of individual merits instead of birth, such groups slowly became converted, 
first into a sect, and eventually into a caste in which marriage was restricted to people 
of the same faith. So that, instead of weakening the bonds of caste, such revolts only 
succeeded in the end in adding one more to the number of castes which already 
existed. 

This phenomenon has its parallel in the economic field also. Brahmans in southern 
Orissa, near Berhampore, are popularly divided into Danua, Sarua, and Halua sections. 
The first word comes from dana ‘gift’; and those Brahmans who live purely on the 
gift of others, because they are scholars or priests, belong to this group, and are con- 
sidered highest in rank. Sa@ru in Oriya stands for ‘taro.’ Many Brahmans have taken 
to its cultivation, do all the farm labor personally, with the hoe and other implements, 
but do not actually set their hand to the plough; they belong’to this class. The plough- 
ing is done by hired labor. Sarua Brahmans raise large crops of taro in irrigated fields 
and are prosperous farmers; they are, however, considered to be a kind of degraded 
group. Yet, there is a third class who use the plough with their own hand, and are 
known as Halua; the word being derived from hala ‘plough.’ As far as is known, 
these groups, separated by occupation and rank, do not intermarry. 

The difference that we notice in the present century and a half is that deviations 
do not give rise now to an endogamous division as in the past. In the field of religious 
reformation, the Brahmo Samaj very nearly did; but it was saved from that fate 
because, as some state, the urbanized Hindu in Bengal has to all intents and purposes 
become like a Brahmo, while there has been no bar to intermarriage between the 
reformed and orthodox sections. Economically, adaptations to modern conditions are 
now so much on a personal, individual basis, that this does not lead to the formation 
of a new caste as in former times, when adjustments were quite often on a group basis. 

It may be claimed that the speed with which demographic movements take place 
today, or the fact that those accused of deviation from standard caste practices may 
easily find refuge by migration to cities or plantations in distant states has been chiefly 
responsible for preventing the growth of new castes as in the case of mediaeval or 
ancient India. But a different explanation can also be suggested. 
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Buddhism, in its later developments, took the shape of a revolt against caste. 
So did the reform movements of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. But none of 
them had an alternative plan for the economic reorganization of the country. The 
hereditary guild organization of caste continued to function as before; so that its 
prestige and success in everyday life led to its perpetuation elsewhere also. Any devia- 
tion in the superstructure was trapped by being made to contribute an additional 
member to the already elaborate panel. 

It is here suggested that, precisely because the impact of the modern world came 
to India chiefly in the form of an alternative system of production (no matter that 
it was colonial in character and subject to the dominant interests of British imperial- 
ism), the chief basis of loyalty to. the caste system was demolished very nearly to com- 
pleteness. In an atmosphere where caste assemblies, or the village communities formed 
of members of many castes, have lost all power to regulate the economic life of its mem- 
bers, and when movements have become freer and easier on account of modern means of 
transportation, deviant practices do not lead today to the formation of new castes, i.e., 
of endogamous groups marked by commonnesses of social and ceremonial practice. 
This fact alone, of all others, may tend to prove that caste is not just the same as 
before; and that economic associations did form a significant and vital part of the system 
as a whole. 

Some have suggested that the weakening of caste has been due to the spread of 
Western education. This seems to be a wrong reading of the case. Islam operated in 
India for nearly a thousand years with its message of human equality, both in the 
cities as well as the villages. But the success of caste’s economic substructure was so 
marked that even Muslim converts in rural India continued to pay homage to it by 
a virtual allegiance to the hereditary pattern of endogamous guilds. It might be argued 
that Western education alone would not have succeeded in weakening the sytem if it 
were not accompanied by a nearly total reorganization of the economic life of the 
country. It has been the success of the alternative form in the productive field, even 
though it was bolstered up by political power, that has helped in dealing a fatal blow 
to caste; and the consequent narrowing down of its field of operation, as in the state 
of West Bengal. 

The situation is undoubtedly unequal in other states of India; but if things have 
changed in ample measure even in rural Bengal, then with parallel technological and 
educational processes affecting other states, the social situation may reveal parallel 
favorable trends in the future. And here we come to the sociologists’ responsibility in 
regard to questions of vital interest in the society in which he himself lives. When 
one is assailed by the urgency of desirable reform, the apparent slowness of change 
may reasonably give rise to a feeling of despair. But a sociologist may test against the 
objective character of observed facts how far his despairs, or even his hopes are justified. 
And it is exactly in this field that the need of caution and of scientific rigor should be 
recognized to be of more value than any other qualification. 

In West Bengal, as in every other state in India, the extension of Community 
Development schemes and of National Extension services has been throwing up 
newer and newer challenges to students of social science. India has been passing through 
unplanned and planned economic changes across all the time of which we have any 
dependable record. Some of these have been induced by growth of population and 
consequent fragmentation of land under existing laws of proprietorship; some by the 
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extension of modern means of transport; some by movements of population under the 
attraction of gain elsewhere; and some lastly have been the result of consciously 
directed processes of education and purposeful changes in the fields of technology 
and of law. Claims have been made by the sponsors of the last, planned processes 
that the accompanying results have been, more or less, satisfactory. It is in this field 
that social scientists can bring their technique of investigation into operation, and 
help planners, whether official or non-official, in an assessment of the results of their 
undertakings. 

Of late, studies of villages, or of the interlacing pattern into which India’s rural 
inhabitants are tied to groups outside the village through the operation of markets 
or of caste organizations, have been increasing in frequency. These have often attained 
high levels of objectivity, and yielded valuable pictures of structural relationship in 
various fields of life. But the field of operation can be, and also needs to be, extended 
a little further. 

Some villages lie within the operational area of Community Development Projects 
or of National Extension Services. If pairs of villages are chosen in which population, 
facilities of transport, and occupational structure are more or less the same, and if 
one of them lies within the Community Development block, and another near enough, 
but outside, and if records are kept of various social, economic, and even land-use 
data in both, so that the two villages can be resurveyed after the lapse of, say, five 
years, then we will have at our disposal a better means of assessment of the achievements 
of planned organized endeavor. For the difference in change between the results 
obtained from comparable pairs of villages may be assigned to the credit of the planned 
operation. 

It is necessary to exercise an element of caution in the choice of villages for control. 
For a village inhabited by hitherto socially neglected untouchable castes, or of ab- 
original tribes, may show a much more favorable response to governmental attention, 
or to a social reformer’s zeal, than a village with a more sophisticated population. 
The ideal conditions of comparison and control may be hard to attain. Within certain 
reasonable limits, however, it may be possible to obtain favorable sets of the above 
kind. The use of scientific method in the assessment of social change, whether in the 
field of economic life in India, or of social reform connected with the ranking of 
occupations or of intermarriage even, may provide opportunities to our anthropologists 
and sociologists when they can be of real use and service to the society from which 
they draw their sustenance. 

Even social sciences are operated by men who may be moved by strong emotions 
of sympathy or of antipathy towards particular values. But it is the gift of science 
that even while one may burn with the desire for reform, one can be objective, and 
make objective knowledge, gained through a growing perfection of observational 
technique, to serve the ends of hope rather than despair. A skilled physician may 
have an intense desire to help his sinking patient to recovery. Yet it is his scientific 
training which prevents him from being either elated or depressed by the temporary 
character of his patient’s response, so that the results of his strictly scientific investi- 
gation may give him the courage and ability to achieve the result on which his mind 
is set. It is this mental attitude of the skilled physician which can help us in raising 
the level of the social sciences in India so that eventually they begin to shape national 
policies, as well as help education, so that those policies, whether official or nonofficial, 
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may, in the end, raise the nation from the miserable condition under which we are 


all living today. 


NOTES 


1 This paper is appearing simultaneously in Man in India. 
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CHANGING TRADITIONS OF 
A LOW CASTE 


By Bernarp S. CoHn 


of North India. Their traditional occupation is skinning, tanning, and working 

in leather; however, only a small number of this extensive caste derives its 
income from the traditional occupation, and the great majority make their living as 
agricultural laborers and, increasingly in the twentieth century, as urban laborers." 

Socially the Camars are untouchable. In North India this is not a literal untouch- 
ability, but rather a situation where high caste men will not take water or cooked 
food from the Camars. In the villages of Uttar Pradesh the low status of the Camar 
is symbolized by the fact that frequently the Camars of the village have a separate 
hamlet or quarter on the outskirts of the village. In an agricultural village the Camar 
will be found doing most of the heavy agricultural labor, as traditional employee of 
a landlord, as a day laborer, or as a tenant. Only in rare instances are Camars econom- 
ically well enough off to be proprietary cultivators. 

As with the majority of lower castes, Camar religious life differs markedly from 
that of the upper castes. Brahmanical Hinduism, as seen from the viewpoint of a 
village of India, is differentially diffused among the hierarchically ranked castes. 
Very roughly, involvement in and knowledge of the content of the great tradition 
follow caste lines, with those at the top—Brahmans, Rajpiits, and Baniyas—having 
the greatest involvement and knowledge and those at the bottom—Camars, Dhobis, 
and Ahirs—having the least. 

In the past, the Camars of Senapur have centered their main religious activity 
in rituals to propitiate godlings of disease such as Bhagauti, Sitala, and local ghosts 
and spirits. These spirits and godlings may be propitiated by offerings of water and 
food on an individual or family basis, or on more important occasions by the offering 
of ghi and spices by a darsaniya (a devotee of one of these godlings) for a whole hamlet, 
whose members will assemble to observe the offering and participate in it by singing 
and praying. Other rituals include magical practices to revenge slights, cure diseases, 
and to recover stolen or lost property. 

Camars appear to lack many of the values and concepts which are associated with 
Hinduism of the Great Tradition. When I discussed matters of the afterlife with 
Camars, I invariably heard the statement that they do not know what happens after 
death. They do not have any ideas about rebirth. When asked the reason for their very 
low status, they replied that it was fate that had assigned them to this low position. The 
more verbal often answered by relating myths which depicted a period when the 
Camars were not the despised untouchables of today. Rather they were Brahmans or 
Rajpits, but through an act of omission or through trickery of others they became 
associated with dead animals and the practice of midwifery. Their low status was not, 
however, rationalized in terms of karma and dharma. 


Te Caméars are a widespread and numerically important part of the population 
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The stories, myths, and legends that Caméars tell deal with matters of status, 
history, diseases, and ghosts. Some Camars do know stories from the Ramayana and 
of legendary Camar saints, but, as will be discussed below, this is largely due to recent 
changes in the life of the village and the Camars. 

The reason for the minimal effect of the orthodox Hindu traditions on the Camars 
is not difficult to understand. The Camars as achits (untouchables) are forbidden to 
hear the Vedas. Respectable Brahmans did not and do not officiate at Camar cere- 
monies. Camars do not have Brahmans as purohits or gurus. Some of the local Brah- 
mans, however, do cast and interpret horoscopes for Camars, and will recite sat- 
yanarayan kathas, and advise Camars on religious matters. Brahmans do not 
officiate at Camar wedding or death ceremonies. Theoretically, Camars were barred 
temple entry until the Constitution of 1949. These prohibitions, coupled with Camar 
illiteracy and poor economic position, effectively barred Camars from participation 
in or knowledge of even village upper caste Hinduism. 

Camiars do participate in the celebration, in their own hamlets, of Divali, Holi, 
Makar Samkranti, DaSahra, and other festivals. Generally the festival is celebrated, 
as one Camar described it, “by putting on clean clothes and eating good food.”’ With 
few exceptions, Camars could not give any explanation for the celebrations of these 
festivals, and had little or no knowledge of the mythology that surrounds these 
celebrations. 

The Caméars also celebrate some of the life cycle rites which are basic rituals in 
Hinduism. Camars have ceremonies at birth, marriage, and death. The form in recent 
years is that of traditional, Hindu life cycle rites, but apart from minor services, 
Brahmans play no part in these ceremonies, the sacrifices and offerings are pale reflec- 
tions of what upper castes do, and the duration of these ceremonies is considerably 
shorter than those of the upper castes. Birth ceremonies, instead of being carried out 
for twelve days, are usually completed in five or six days. The marriage ceremony, 
instead of lasting three days as it does with the upper castes, is over in one day. Mourn- 
ing is observed for ten rather than thirteen days. 

The dominant caste of the village from which I will draw my materials are Thakurs 
(Rajpiits).? The Thakurs of Senapur are not especially sophisticated or active in 
religious activities; however, the Rajpiits are served by Brahmans, their life cycle rites 
more approximate the rituals as described in the sacred literature, and one can hear 
discussions of philosophical-religious points among the Rajpiits. Several of the older 
Rajpiits have an extensive knowledge of the sacred literature. Minimally, every 
Rajput is well acquainted with the Ramcaritmanas of Tulsi Das, and every year 
during the six days before the DaSahra festival (September and October) the Ram 
Lila is performed by the Thakurs of the village. The Camars as well as all other castes 
of the village attend this dramatic presentation of the life of Ram. The Camars do 
participate in some upper caste religious activities, primarily in those parts of life 
cycle rites which symbolize the ties among the Thakurs, their dependents (praja) 
and traditional workers (parjiiniya). In the welcoming of the Thakir bride to her 
husband’s village, it is the Camarin (female Camar) who guides the bride to the 
village shrines. Food, money, and other presents which are distributed at Thakur 
life cycle ceremonies and by Thakurs at festivals such as Makar Samkranti are given 
to Camars along with other dependants and traditional workers. 

The people of Senapur are changing their way of life in response to changing 
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social and economic conditions. The Camars as well as the Thakurs are affected by 
these changes. In a previous paper I described the attempts of the Camars of village 
Senapur to raise their social status, principally through attempting to organize them- 
selves to achieve a better power position in the village and trying to Sanskritize 
their behavior to make themselves more like the upper castes in their social and ritual 
activities.® In the remainder of this paper I will describe the relation between urban 
employment, education, and this movement towards Sanskritization, and the attempts 
of the Camars to relate to the great traditions of India. 

Urban employment and education in relation to the Great Traditions of India. 
In 1948, out of the 1852 people enumerated in a census conducted by the village 
accountant there were 636 Camars, 436 Thakurs, 239 Noniyas, 116 Ahirs, and 67 
Lohars in village Senapur. There were less than fifty members of the other eighteen 
castes which live in the village. 

The Camars derive the principal part of their livelihood through farming small 
plots of land as tenants, and hiring themselves out as agricultural workers to work 
on the land of the Thakur landlords. In December 1952, when I conducted a census 
of the Camars, thirty-six were employed out of the village. Ten of these were in or 
around Calcutta, working largely as unskilled laborers in the jute mills, and eight 
were in Kanpur working in cotton mills. Others were in the coal fields of Western 
Bengal or in Delhi, Banaras, Bombay, and Cuttack as mill hands, rickshaw drivers, 
or tonga drivers. With the exception of two primary school teachers who teach in 
Jaunpur District and a compounder who works in Kanpur, all the Camars who are 
employed out of the village have unskilled laboring jobs, and with the exception of 
the compounder all have left their families behind in the village. 

Extra-village employment is not a new phenomenon with Camars. In the middle 
of the nineteenth century they were often found as grooms working in British house- 
holds. Sherring described their relations to the British thusly: 


Many of its members are menial servants, expecially those of the first or Jaiswara sub-division. 
They are willing, obedient, patient, and capable of great endurance; yet are apt to be light 
fingered and deceitful. It is a singular phenomenon, and hard to be explained, that, although 
they come so much in contact with foreign residents in India, they should, nevertheless, 
have been so little improved by such intercourse. I believe that of all the Hindus who have 
been brought extensively under European influence, they have profited the least. 


Several of the older Camiars still recall the days that they or their fathers or uncles 
worked for the Sahibs. 

The figure of thirty-six Camars working out of the village does not give an adequate 
picture of their experiences out of the village. The majority of adult male Camars 
have at one time or another worked away from the village in a city. Urban employment 
is not, however, a way of life for these people; rather they turn to it only in dire 
necessity, to raise money to pay for a wedding or funeral, to pay off a debt, or to 
buy livestock. A few younger men work in the cities through choice, and some even 
- say they like it, but the older men, i.e., those over thirty, seem to prefer the village. 

The Camaér is a sojourner in the city, but the city provides a very different social, 
physical, and psychological environment than he is used to in his rural home. The 
Camar is not cut completely adrift from his home ties as he lives in a room with 
Camars from his own village, or, if no Camars from his own village are in that particular 
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city, he will live with acquaintances or relatives from nearby villages. The Camar is 
usually found in a building that houses other CamArs of his subcaste in an area of the 
city where other low caste men live. 

In the city the Camar engages in activities which for caste or economic reasons 
essentially are barred to him in the village. Camars and other low castes have their 
own temples in the cities.* Camars also sponsor and participate in bhajans in the city. 
Singing of religious and of political songs seems to be a major recreational activity 
and the few Camars who were pointed out to me as being good singers, usually of 
bipha (a type of song associated with Ahirs, having a characteristic rhythm and form 
with a religious or historical theme), learned these in cities or from men who were 
trained in the form in cities. 

It should be noted that urban employment not only affords the Camar an oppor- 
tunity for learning the Great Traditions of India, but several of the ojhds ‘exorcists’ and 
darsaniyas ‘devotees’ (specialists associated with aspects of India’s Little Traditions) 
among the Camars learned their skills while employed in cities. 

Calcutta, Lucknow, Kanpur, and Bombay have Siva Narayan temples. The 
Siva Narayan sect is a Sanskritic religious movement among the Camars. The present 
leader of the Siva Narayan sect in Senapur received his training as a mahanth in 
Bombay and his father, who was mahanth before him, was trained in Calcutta. 

I am suggesting that the experience that Camars have in the Indian urban setting 
may provide them with a chance to participate in activities which enable the Camar 
to relate to the practices and beliefs associated with the Great Traditions of India. 
It is usually thought by observers of Indian life that urbanization and industrialization 
will be the main contributors to the Westernization of Indian life; however, there are 
a few indications that urban employment might be an influence in the Camars’ taking 
over a more traditional Hindu ritual pattern. 

Education similarly has a somewhat mixed effect upon Camar beliefs and practices. 
First, let me describe what education is for the Camars of Senapur. There has been a 
primary school which taught up through grade four in village Senapur since the 
1880's, but the students were largely drawn from the Thakurs and the low but clean 
castes like the Lohars (carpenters and blacksmiths). It is not too clear if Camars were 
actually forbidden to attend the village school. Most informants agreed that in 1952 
a Camar twenty-seven years old was the first to graduate from the village school; 
he had entered the primary school about 1936. Camar attendance at school has steadily 
risen since this time. The rise in Camar attendance has been helped by the fact that 
during the war, because of the rise in agricultural prices, many Camars could afford 
to send their children to school. Caméar families could forego the labor of their children 
and could afford the costs of sending a child to school. Since Independence, Camars 
have not had to pay tuition in district schools; however, they still have to buy books 
and writing materials. 

In 1952 there were seventy-two Camars who were literate, seventy-one males 
and one female. This is out of a population of 583 who were above five years of age 
(287 males and 296 females). Of these seventy-two, only eight were above thirty 
years of age. One of these men learned to read from his son who is a school teacher. 
One learned in Bombay during his training as a mahantk. Another was taught by a 
relation, and several learned while working in mills or mines, but none of the literates 
over thirty went to the Senapur school. 
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In 1952 there were over thirty Camar children registered in the village and about 
twenty of them attended regularly. There were 168 Camars, eighty-three males, 
eighty-five females, between the ages of six and twelve. There are no Camar girls 
in the village school, and out of the eighty-three boys of school age, thirty-three were 
in or had been enrolled in the school. The school was taught by four teachers, three 
of them Thakur and one Kahr. In the past there have been Camars, Ahirs, and 
men of other castes as teachers. Some Camars believe that their children are badly 
treated in the school, they tell stories of Camars being kicked and beaten with shoes; 
none of these stories could be substantiated, and in talking to Camar children about 
their experience in school, none expressed any feeling of being badly treated because 
of his low status. 

The principal skill that a child learns in the first four years of school is to read and 
write Hindi. The villagers themselves speak a dialect of Bhojpuri, one of the dialects 
of Bihari. At one time there was an extensive literature in Bhojpuri; however, this 
seems to have been largely replaced by Hindi. Only two Camars that I knew had books 
other than school texts, and excepting the Guru Anyas (the holy books of the Siva 
Narayan sect), these were copies of stories from the Ramcaritmanas of Tulsi Das. 

As of September 1953, only three Camars had more than four years of education; 
one had gone through grade eight, including the successful completion of teachers 
training school in a nearby town. He was a school teacher. Another had eight years’ 
education, but had failed to obtain a fully qualified teaching certificate. He also taught 
school, but was not as secure in his position as the first Camar teacher. The third 
had seven years of education and was trained as a tailor. In 1953 he was trying to 
obtain enough capital to open a tailor shop in the nearby bazaar. 

The fully qualified school teacher had taught for a while in the village school, 
but a land dispute with a village Thakur led to his transfer. He now teaches in a schooi 
four miles from the village. He seems to be accepted by the students and teachers of 
this school as a teacher and not a Camar. I have seen him at his school, sitting on the 
same carpai ‘string bed’ with high caste teachers, something he could not do in his 
own village. 

This Camar teacher speaks Hindi well, dresses very well, and upper caste villagers 
commented to me that he spoke, dressed, and acted like a Thakur. 

I gathered a considerable amount of stories and folklore from this teacher, prin- 
cipally about Rai Das, a Camar saint. All of these stories, he told me, he had learned 
by reading. He also knew a great deal about the mythology of Hinduism and fre- 
quently in his conversation made illusions to the tradition. This teacher was a vege- 
tarian and often commented unfavorably on Camar customs which deviated from 
what he thought to be good Hindu behavior. 

It would appear that some of the Camars who become literate do read, and the 
literature which they seemingly read are versions and accounts of the life of Ram, 
this being reinforced by the annual presentation of the Ram Lila, and a few at least read 
tales of saintly Camars. Being literate enables them to learn aspects of the Great 
Tradition which formerly had been closed to them because of their low status and 
their illiteracy. 

The Thakurs of Senapur are relatively speaking much better educated than the 
Camars. There is one man with a Ph.D. from an American university; at least two 
with M.A.’s, one of whom teaches in a college, and the other is a specialist in dairy 
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farming; and several holders of B.A.’s. Many Thakurs have had high school educations, 
and at least a dozen of the Thakur young men were attending a local intermediate 
college. The Thakurs with college educations speak and read English, and are exposed 
to the ideas and values of Western civilization through their education; in addition, 
many of them go into “Western style” occupations, college teaching, police adminis- 
tration, and Western style businesses, and they tend to live in more “‘Westernized” 
parts of the Indian urban centers. Their education gives them the tools with which to 
begin to relate to the Western way of life. The Camars who become educated are 
equipped, for the first time, to relate to the high tradition of India through their 
ability to read Hindi, and through urban employment which brings them closer 
to religious and social activities that to some extent draw their content from the 
Great Traditions of India. 

The transmission of the Great Traditions. The principal agent of traditionalization 
among the Camars is the Siva Narayan sect. The Siva Narayan sect was founded in 
the eighteenth century by a Rajpiit follower of Ramananda, a fifteenth century 
religious reformer. Siva Narayan established a sect, the principal tenets of which 
were the worship of one god who is Truth, vegetarianism, and the eschewing of the 
worship of idols. Four maths (monasteries) were established: one in Ghazipur and 
three in Ballia. As of 1917, these maghs were still active, but the census of 1911 enu- 
merated only seventy followers in Ghazipur.® 

There have been followers of the Siva Narayan sect in Senapur among the Camars 
for three generations. It should be noted, however, that the present Camar followers 
of the sect, do not adhere closely to the tenets of the sect, in particular in relation 
to diet and the prohibition of idol worship. At present they total fifty active members, 
and these members belong to a larger group which includes several hundred Camars 
from seven villages in the area. They are led by a mahanth. The present mahanth 
lives in Senapur, but he was trained for his position in a Siva Narayan temple in 
Bombay, where he was a ce/a@ ‘pupil’ for several years to learn to read the Guru Anyas, 
the sixteen volume holy book of the sect. The holy books are made up of sayings of 
Siva Narayan and incidents from his life. The sect in Senapur has four handwritten 
volumes all in an archaic form of the dialect of Ghazipur. The main activity of the 
sect is the holding of gadis (rituals for the worship of Siva Narayan and the Guru 
Anyas). Gadis are held at least twice a year, on Kgsna’s birthday and on Basant Paii- 
cami, in the mahanth’s baithak ‘men’s house.’ Upwards of one hundred Camiars, males 
and females, attend. 

At the gadi the Guru Anyas is placed on a low table which is covered with a red 
cloth and is decorated with a garland, and has two silver rupees, a string of beads, 
and some pan on it. At gadis that I have attended the table also had vases, a rose 
water dispenser, and a small statue of Gane’. The devotees explained to me that 
they did not worship Gages, but since one of the members of the sect owned the 
statue, they put it on the table for decorative purposes. 

The ceremony starts a little after nightfall, when the devotees begin to drift in; 
usually there is group singing to the accompaniment of a harmonium for several 
hours. The songs which are sung are usually devotional songs, but not necessarily 
particularly associated with the sect. I have also heard current movie and political 
“folksongs” being sung. During this singing the mahanth and other members of the 
governing council of the local sect, and perhaps a visiting mahanth, sit by the table 
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and join in the singing. After several hours of singing, the mahanth signals for the 
gadi to begin. Everyone assembled bows his head up and down and then to the east 
as a sign of respect to the God who is Truth. After singing of songs from the Guru 
Anyas, the mahanth \eads the group in the chanting of verses from the book and then 
reads a portion of the book to the group. After the reading the book is worshipped 
with a small havan, a small fire is kindled in a clay dish and ghi, daSang (a sacred mixture 
of ten substances), camphor, flower, and betel are offered to the flames of the fire. 
After offering these items, the mahanth moves the plate with the smouldering ashes 
around the book. (This is called @ras#.) A conch shell is blown and bells are rung. 
The gadi closes with the passing of a large tray with the plate in which the offering 
was made and the Guru Anyas. Everyone inhales the fragrance of the smouldering 
ashes and makes a monetary contribution. The ritual part of the ga@d# is then followed 
by several hours more of singing. 

The ritual itself is an attempt to copy a Brahmanical paya. And although many 
Caméar rituals of propitiation or life cycle ceremonies include offerings of ghi, water, 
or other substances to the accompaniment of the chanting of the names of gods and 
goddesses, this is the only Camar ceremony I observed in which Graff was performed 
or where there was an extensive and formal saying of Sanskrit mantras. Other cere- 
monies performed by Camiar religious leaders tend to be individualistic, reflecting 
bits and pieces of ceremonies observed. Two educated high caste men who accom- 
panied me to a gadi remarked on the completeness of the ceremony and on its obvious 
and close approximation to the Brahmanical havan. 

The mahanth is a part time priest, the rest of the time he acts as a day laborer, 
but he derives part of this income from his position. Unlike the majority of the Camars, 
the mahanth is a vegetarian. The activities and beliefs of the sect stand in contrast to 
other Camér religious activity, in that they consciously attempt to copy Brahmanical 
Hinduism, and the source of imitation in the form of the training of the leaders is 
urban. 

The dance party. As a part of a Camar wedding ceremony, a party of dancers is 
hired for the entertainment of the guests. These parties are usually made up of five 
or six males, one or two of whom are dressed as female dancers. The rest are musicians, 
usually drummers and singers. There were several Camars in Senapur who were 
members of dancing parties. 

There was one group, headed by the son of the mahanth of the Siva Narayan 
sect, that put on a drama instead of a dance as entertainment. The story they enacted 
was the life of Hari$candra. 

Haricandra, according to the version put on by these Camars, was a Rajpiit 
king who gave all of his kingdom to Vigvamitra, a Brahman, as charity. ViSvamitra 
then demanded an additional 10,000 mohars (a coin). In order to satisfy this request 
Hari§candra sold himself in slavery to a Dom, and his wife and child to a Brahman. 
Hari§candra worked for the Dom in Banaras. One day his wife came to him and 
begged for fire to cremate their son. Haricandra refused and said, “I am no longer 
king and you are no longer queen. I work for the Dom.” At this point the gods inter- 
vened and the couple and the child were carried away and restored to their position 
by the gods. 

The leader of the dance party, a young man of twenty-five and son of the mahanth, 
read the story, which is based on a Sanskrit play, in a book. The play emphasizes 
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values, such as charity for Brahmans, sacrifice, and divine intervention, which are as 
yet quite different than are usually operative in Camar life. 

Although dancing parties among the Camars appear to be of considerable age, 
the putting on ofa formal drama is of recent origin, and, in this presentation, we find 
a conjunction of the Siva Narayan sect in the person of the mahanth’s son, a Sanskrit 
drama, and the fact that the story was read in a book. 

The celebration of Rai Das’s birthday. Rai Das was a Camar shoemaker who was 
a follower of Ramananda. The Camiars revere him as their great saint, and tell stories 
of his supernatural ability. In many of these stories, Brahmans are held up to ridicule 
and are bested by Rai Das, through Rai Das’s superior spiritual qualities. Some 
Camars when asked their caste reply “‘RaiDasi,”” taking the name of their great saint 
as their caste name. 

In January or February in recent years, the Camars of the local region join together 
to celebrate the birthday of Rai Das by a procession, during which a gad? is performed 
on bullock carts, and by speeches. 

In January 1953, the celebration was organized by a group of Camar young men 
who were students at the local intermediate college, and prominent participants were 
a Camar school principal and a Camar member of the Legislative Assembly of Uttar 
Pradesh. The M.L.A. was elected to a seat in the Assembly reserved for untouchables. 
There was a procession from the local bazaar, led by two elephants borrowed for the 
occasion from local landlords. There were also three bullock carts in the procession. 
On one there was a large picture of Rai Das, on another a band, and on a third several 
Siva Narayan mahanths performing a gad. There were approximately 500 Camars in 
the procession, shouting Rai Das’s name. 

The procession stopped in the orchard adjacent to the local Intermediate College. 
The M.L.A. chaired the meeting, and the Camar school principal delivered the wel- 
coming address. The first speaker was a Camar teacher from the local teachers college 
who spoke of the life of Rai Das. He was followed by a Camar student at Banaras 
Hindu University who told many of the same stories, but urged the Camars to give 
up all connection with working in leather because it was this degrading occupation 
that was responsible for their low status. He was followed by another college student 
who spoke of Ambedkar and his success as a lawyer and politician. He also urged the 
Camiars to raise themselves up. 

One of the Rajpiit teachers from the Intermediate College also spoke. He said 
that equality of men was a necessity in the new India, and that all caste distinctions 
should be ended, and that the Camirs, by following the example of their saint Rai Das 
in living a clean and saintly life, could make themselves the equals of anyone. 

Several young men then spoke of incidents in Rai Das’s life where through his 
saintliness he was able to best Brahmans. 

The celebration was attended by between 600 and 700 people, the bulk of whom 
were Caméars, but there was a sprinkling of members of other castes in attendance. 
The principal part in the celebration in organization, speech making, and cheer 
leading, was played by young educated Camars. The official sponsor of the meeting 
was the Harijan Student League of Dobhi, who looked upon this as an occasion to 
instruct their fellow Camars on the life of Rai Das, and the significance of living a 
Sanskritized life as a means of raising their status. All the speeches were delivered in 
“City Hindi,” not the local dialect which the Camirs use in their daily life. 
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Summary. In this paper I have suggested that there are a number of new social 
and economic situations which are affecting the traditions of a group of Camars 
in an Uttar Pradesh Village.” Literacy has enabled the Camars to relate to aspects of 
the Hindu Great Tradition through reading stories available in vernacular books. 
Urban employment has enabled Camirs to participate in rituals, derived from the 
Hindu Great Tradition, at low caste temples in the cities. Simultaneously there 
continues an earlier movement, the Siva Narayan sect, whose goal was Sanskritization.® 
Another strand is represented by the celebration of Rai Das’ birthday, which now is 
in the hands of Camar college students, who are, among other things, urging political 
action. The stories about Rai Das have an anti-Brahman tint to them and they stress 
right action and right principles rather than the more orthodox activities of worship 
and ritual. These four strands found in the changing Camar traditions are not com- 
pletely compatible, but they all aim at raising the Camars’ low social status. San- 
skritization in the form of the Siva Narayan sect, the neo-Hinduism learned from 
vernacular literature and from contact with urban temples and religious activity, 
directs the Camars to a traditional form of caste mobility of taking on the style of 
life and symbols of the upper castes. The Rai Das stories and the speeches accompanying 
the celebration of Rai Das’s birthday point to a turning away from traditional mobility 
to a use of modern political methods. The ambivalence is a reflection of the situation 
the Camars and other low castes are in as they strive to improve their social lot. 
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A TRIBAL PEOPLE 
IN AN INDUSTRIAL SETTING 


By MartTIN OrRANS 


HIS is a report from fieldwork in progress on an Indian tribe, the Santal, in the 

industrial setting of Jamshedpur, site of the largest and earliest industrial pro- 

ducer of iron and steel in India, as well as of a number of associated industries. 
What my wife and I are attempting to observe are the effects of Jamshedpur’s urban and 
industrial milieu on traditional Santal culture. In the widest theoretical sense, our 
study is meant to be at least a contribution of data toward the solution of the general 
problem of the relation between economic activity on the one hand, and noneconomic 
social and cultural patterns on the other. I also hope that the study might prove 
applicable in providing for the welfare of the Santais and other closely related Mundari 
speaking tribals, and forward the development of industry in this area, so rich in 
natural resources. 

This study, of which the report presented here is a fragment, may also be viewed 
as an attempt, in traditional anthropological fashion, to study an entire culture from a 
particular point of view—in this case, an entire culture in process of change. I am 
convinced that this holistic approach leads to sounder interpretations than any other 
method. It should be admitted, however, that in situations like the one I am studying, 
which depart so radically from the traditional anthropological unit of study—the 
approximate primitive isolate—the quantity of data one feels obliged to collect 
becomes overwhelming. If the advantages of the holistic approach are to survive the 
decline of the primitive isolate, the days of the lone anthropological investigator 
must perhaps come to an end. 

The main body of this report is divided into three sections, concerned respectively 
with the recruitment and commitment of the Santal portion of Jamshedpur’s labor 
force, with changing beliefs and practices concerning witchcraft, and with quantitative 
variations in marriage forms. These sections are intended as samples of the methods 
employed and the results obtained. Since the method of investigation followed depends 
on special circumstances prevailing in the area under investigation, the remainder of 
this introduction describes the necessary background for understanding these circum- 
stances. 

The Santals are a very large tribe, numbering today close to three million. They 
are primarily located in the Chotanagpur plateau of Bihar, in parts of West Bengal, 
and in northern Orissa. The Santals who have come to work in Jamshedpur are mainly 
from the territory adjacent to Jamshedpur, that is, from Dhalbhum subdivision of 
Sighbhum district in Bihar, the Mayurbhanj district of Orissa, and the former princely 
state of Seraikela now also in Singhbhum. A few Santals have come from Manbhum 
district of Bihar north of Jamshedpur, and from Midnapur district of Bengal on the 
east. Almost all the Santals who have come have settled outside Jamshedpur in what 
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were, before the existence of the city, strictly agricultural Santal or other aboriginal 
(@dibast) villages. From these villages, which will be referred to by the generally used 
Hindi and Bengali word dustee, the Santals commute daily to Jamshedpur. These 
bustees lie three to ten miles from the edge of the city. Almost none of these workers 
have acquired land in the dustees. The traditional mud houses built in the dustees 
are on land bought or rented from the original inhabitants. The appearance of the 
settlement is something like that of a true agricultural village with the same material 
provisions. The one pronounced difference is the great crowding together of houses 
on what has become scarce land due to the influx of workers. In these dustees the 
relatively few descendants of the original farmers may still practice agriculture, but 
most of them hire servants to help with farming and take up industrial employment 
themselves. 

A few Santals have come to live in town dustees, i.e., village-like communities 
within the town. Although these are, for comparative purposes, important to the 
general plan of research, they must be excluded from consideration in this report 
for lack of space. The city dwelling Santals who will be considered in this report live 
in houses provided by the Tata Iron and Steel Company. Some of these twenty-five 
families now living in Jamshedpur, have been there for as long as thirty years, and a 
few Santals have even grown up and been educated in the town. There is one important 
cultural distinction among these city Santals which must be taken into account. 
About half these families, all coming from a part of Seraikela within ten miles from 
the city, have come to live within one small area just within the town and nearest 
to their native villages. Most of these form a tight Santal community within this area. 
Furthermore, living so close to their villages, they make weekly trips back and forth. 
As a result of these factors and others, they tend to differ sharply from the other 
city Santals, among whom none of these conditions exist. Like the city dustee dwellers, 
they are, for comparative purposes, important to the general study but will not be 
dealt with in this essay. There are, then, Santals from two kinds of industrial commun- 
ities to be discussed in this report, i.e., those living in 4ustees lying outside the town, 
and those non-Seraikela city Santals who live scattered in various sections of Jam- 
shedpur. 

The method of investigation and interpretation followed seeks to take advantage 
of the built-in differences between these communities in assessing the relative con- 
tributions of industrialization or urbanization to changes in traditional Santal culture. 
The procedure of interpretation followed is to attempt to explain the social and 
cultural continuity and variation between these differing communities and the parent 
traditional agricultural village. The problem is much complicated by the fact that 
the village, the baseline for comparison, has itself been considerably altered during 
the fifty years of the existence of Jamshedpur. The village has been changed by India’s 
revolutionary political changes during this period. Village economic life has been 
altered by the development of Jamshedpur and the mines supplying Jamshedpur. 
Most important for this study, the village has been changed by the periodic visits 
of emigrant workers back to their native village, carrying with them all the changes 
that they have themselves undergone. What must be reckoned with is the continuous 
interaction of the industrial Santal communities with the rural communities, as well 
as the historical changes that each has undergone. Finally, it is necessary to take 
into account the differing non-Santal cultures which surround these varied com- 
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munities and to determine in what manner they interact with Santal communities. 

A brief characterization of traditional Santal culture in this area and the dominant 
cultural trends of Jamshedpur will now be given. 

The social organization of the Santals is primarily organized on the basis of real 
and fictitious kinship. Named patrilineal clans and subclans regulate marriage and 
serve as guides to the establishment of fictitious kinship relations which structure 
social interaction among non-kin. Weak corporate lineages of varying depth carry 
out periodic and special religious functions. The strongest social unit not bounded by 
kinship is the village with its headman and other patrilineally inherited and appointed 
offices. It is the primary judicial unit and has in addition important religious functions. 
Villages are weakly joined together in varying numbers into a kind of super-village 
judicial unit much like the new governmental gram pancayats and under the authority 
of a kind of multi-village headman. In some cases these organizations have been 
absorbed into the gram pancayat organization, especially where the multi-village 
headman became head of the gram pancayat. 

The typical landholding units are either the patrilineal extended family or its 
nuclear components. The extended family in the traditional village seldom survives 
the marriage of all of its sons. The Santals have been settled rice cultivators for at 
least one hundred years, though they have a tradition of once having been shifting 
cultivators and hunters and gatherers. Even at the beginning of the fifty year period 
here under consideration, hunting had become only a sport and the occasion for 
certain festivities, and gathering is virtually nonexistent. The Santals’ techniques of 
cultivation are not different from those of their Hindu neighbors from whom they 
almost certainly acquired settled agricultural practices. Although they are primarily 
subsistence farmers, they have long become accustomed to money transactions 
through the necessity of paying taxes to the rulers of the country and through attend- 
ance at weekly markets. 

Like most tribal religions, the Santal religion tends to express itself more directly 
in rites and less in doctrine or dogma than is characteristic of religions as systematized 
in a Great Tradition. Again unlike the great traditional religions, Santal religion has 
only weak connections with morality, and the gods of the Santal tend to be amoral. 
The Santals do not make images of their gods as the Hindus do, but ordinarily represent 
them with simple unworked stones. 

Almost all the several thousand Santals working in Jamshedpur were born and 
raised in strictly agricultural villages. In most of these villages, the majority of residents 
are Santals; in many there are some caste Hindus, particularly sans ‘weavers’ and 
kamars ‘blacksmiths.’ The Santals once obtained most of their cloth and metal imple- 
ments from these fellow villagers, but in recent years have increasingly obtained 
these goods from regional country markets or even in nearby towns, where the choice, 
quality, and prices are more to their liking. In a few of these villages one may also 
find other tribals, particularly Ho, Munda, and Bhumij, three related Mundari 
speaking tribes. A few Santals come from predominantly Hindu or non-Santal tribal 
villages. 

Jamshedpur was carved out of the jungle of Singhbhum district, Bihar, just over 
fifty years ago. It is one of the fastest growing cities in India, having a population 
today of over 218,000. Within any classification of Indian cities, it is of an extremely 
atypical variety. Some of this atypicality stems from it being a company town of 
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unprecedented size. The Tata Iron and Steel Company has from the beginning com- 
pletely controlled the government of the town, provided housing for most of its 
workers, operated a school system, etc. The physical facilities provided by the Com- 
pany have made Jamshedpur perhaps the cleanest and healthiest city in India. 

Broadly speaking, one may divide the traits and institutions characteristic of 
Indian cities today into three categories differing both in their nature and in their 
origin. The first two categories, which are primary, would be “great traditional,” 
dominantly of Hindu origin; and “modern,” of Western origin. The third would be 
“modern Indian,” a self-conscious attempt to fuse the best elements of the primary 
available traditions into a new coherent whole. This latter development appears to 
be the one most favored by India’s leading modern thinkers and it is much in evidence 
in, for example, a city like New Delhi, where many of India’s intellectual elite are 
congregated. In any Indian city most of the inhabitants will be carriers of at least 
some traits from both primary traditions. 

If Jamshedpur is characterized in terms of these coexisting and intermingled 
traditions, it will be found to be one of the most modernized and least “great tradi- 
tional” of India’s major cities. It is a city as much dominated by modern industry 
as a medieval city was by its cathedral. Traditional institutions such as temples and 
organizations for the propagation of the Great Tradition exist but are relatively weakly 
developed. The Tata Company, the Tata Workers Union, and the town’s competing 
regional and national political parties are the dominant corporate groups. Caste 
persists as an institution for regulating marriage, for regulating employment in certain 
traditionally degrading occupations, and to a certain extent in structuring social 
interaction. But class in the traditional Western sense is increasingly displacing caste 
as the organizing principle of membership in social groups and in social interaction. 
Jamshedpur is again extreme in the proportion of leisure time spent in modern Western- 
ized forms of diversion as compared to devotional or entertainment forms characteristic 
of the Great Tradition. It should be noted that modernism is more pronounced among 
the upper classes, but even the lower classes have absorbed more of it than people of 
similar status in other more typical Indian cities. This modernism which trickles 
down with increasing distortion through the social order, is partly the result of the 
relatively extreme modernism of the Parsi community which fills the top positions 
in the company and hence in the community. It also happens to be the dominant 
tendency among the highly skilled engineers and technicians, whatever their com- 
munity. 

In Jamshedpur the traits of the two primary traditions tend to remain clearly dis- 
crete and there is little self-conscious effort to shape new patterns by fusion even among 
the city’s elite. 

Some aspects of recruitment and commitment. The aim of this section is to establish 
the factors that push or pull the Santal toward industrial employment in Jamshedpur, 
and the factors tending to hold him to such employment or drive him away from it. 

In the early days of Jamshedpur, unskilled labor was not so superabundant as it 
is today, and the early employment policy of the Tata Company was extremely lax 
and haphazard. Many Santals and others with farms nearby therefore deserted in- 
dustrial work during the farm season and were able to return to their old industrial 
jobs or even better ones when the farm work was completed. In the 1930’s employ- 
ment policy tightened and it became impossible to return to an industrial job after 
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a long absence. If one could not make a living on the farm alone, it became necessary 
to stick to industrial labor to keep alive. With this superabundance of labor still 
prevailing, the question of recruitment and commitment is somewhat academic as 
far as maintaining a stable work force is concerned. However, because such a study is 
necessarily concerned with what a worker likes and dislikes about his job and industrial 
environment, it has some applicability in the realm of industrial relations. It is offered 
here as a contribution toward the growing data on the recruitment and commitment 
of tribal and peasant people to industrial labor and as an example of an anthropological 
approach to the problem.? 

If one asks a Santal why he came to work in Jamshedpur, he will in almost every 
case give an exclusively economic reason. Generally he will say something like, “‘I came 
for the sake of my stomach”; somewhat less frequently he will say, “I came to improve 
myself.”’ By this latter response he means to indicate not only that he was not driven 
by dire necessity, but that he is a man not content with the ordinary low socio-economic 
status of a Santal. If one makes detailed enquiries concerning his precise economic 
condition at the moment he decided to seek industrial employment, it may be found 
that though he was not destitute, there were more than enough people on his land 
to harvest the entire crop. If one had no other techniques of investigation than asking 
the Santal laborer why he came and what his economic condition was, as in a question- 
naire, this is about all that one could learn. Let us see what an anthropological approach 
can add to this meager data. 

The Santals are a singing people who have channeled almost their entire artistic 
talents into song and dance. As they express their covert feelings more readily and 
effectively in the poetry of song than in conversation, this source may be tapped 
for evidence on almost any topic. Three songs concerned with work have been collected 
which might be relevant. In the first, presented here in translation, will be found 
some expression of the Santal sentiment toward traditional agricultural labor: ‘““My 
parents from whom I was born held me to their bosom; / With cot and umbrella they 
raised me while they worked in the fields. / In the monsoon season, halae halae*® with 
the wind comes the rain. / Dripping wet we work in the fields. / As I remember all this 
I become sad and tears fall.” 

Evidently the Santals regard agricultural labor as a process which takes up a 
great part of their life, and which is fraught with discomfort during the monsoon. 
If a Santal is asked directly how he regards the work of agriculture or industry, or 
why he prefers one to the other, he will not say anything about the work itself. He 
will say that farm work is better than industrial work because it involves only six 
months labor, while industrial labor offers him much less time for pleasure (raska). 
He will also say that industrial labor has the advantage of paying more. He may add 
that with this greater income he will be able to improve himself by buying more land, 
or help his children to improve themselves by sending them to school. One might 
conclude, if this were all the evidence, that the Santals were impervious to pleasures 
derived from work. 

It has already been indicated that the Santal is aware of certain things that he 
does not like about agricultural work in itself; it would be easy to compile a list of 
things that he does not like about industrial work by watching him on the job. The 
important point is that if you simply ask him he will tell you little about the un- 
pleasantness of different types of work and virtually nothing about rewarding work 
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activity. There are two reasons for this. If the question is put to him in the form of 
a choice between the two kinds of work, he cannot conceive of the possibility that 
one could ever make a choice between two jobs for other reasons than simple economic 
ones. He has certainly never had much of a chance to do so. If, instead, he is asked 
separately about his attitude toward the work, there is a different reason why he 
says nothing about the pleasure and little about the discomfort associated with it. 
This reason one learns by observing Santal ridicule directed toward those who regard 
work frivolously, or who, on the contrary, are always complaining about it. The 
proper attitude toward work is that it is a serious business carried on to earn a living. 
It is not to be taken lightly but to be borne with patience. 

By watching a Santal at work one will also see that he does occasionally get pleasure 
from the work itself. This is particularly the case when the nature of the labor is 
such that it can be performed in company with others. On such occasions the demeanor 
of the men and the enthusiasm with which the work is performed convince one that 
the Santal can indeed derive pleasure from work. To be sure he may also be seen with 
a grim determined look driving a rather intractable bullock before him, particularly, 
as in the song, during the rainy monsoon, or in the hot summer season. The industrial 
worker, if observed, for example, while explaining his job to another or while per- 
forming a job which gives him some scope for skill or involves some mastery of im- 
pressive machinery, may be seen to derive pleasure from his work. Nevertheless, the 
Santal, though he takes work seriously and does it with a will, is essentially a pleasure 
loving man. Typically, pleasures mean to him dancing and singing, love making and 
drinking, and the pleasure that he derives from work is hardly on a par with these. 
The dominant feeling among the Santal toward work is the not uncommon one that 


work is what deprives one of the leisure necessary to engage in purely pleasurable 
activities. A number of city Santals and a few dustee Santals, however, eager to raise 
their status, have sharply curtailed their own and their children’s commitment to 
pleasure. These Santals are sharply critical of their more pleasure oriented fellows, 
whose pleasure seeking activities detract from their economic well-being and make 
them appear unrefined before the non-Santal world. Their own status is threatened 
by the behavior of their rude fellows. 





TABLE I 


Income categories 
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Farmers who 
emigrated: 24(48%) 20(40%) 3(6%)—-2(4%)_-—«12%)_-50(100%) 
Farmers who 
remained: 22(44%) 16(32%) 7(14%) 12%) ~—_4(8%)_—_-50(100%) 





The second song with relevance to the problem at hand expresses the dire need 
motive for taking up industrial work. It is offered here for this reason, in spite of the 
fact that it actually refers to work in the mines of the Tata Company rather than in 
the works of Jamshedpur: “Come with me, my queen (rani), come to work in the 
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mines of Tata Company./For the sake of our little stomachs and the little life left 
within us. / We will work in the mines of the Tata Company.” 

With respect to economic motivation for coming to Jamshedpur it is, of course, 
possible to make some relevant economic calculations. For example, one can compare 
per capita farm income at time of emigration for those who became workers with 
those who did not. One can also make an estimate from these figures of what percentage 
were forced off their farms by sheer economic necessity and what percentage must 
have been attracted by something more than bare subsistence. The figures given 
above are for maunds (about 80 lbs) of husked paddy per person and after taxation.’ 
A comparison of these two sets of figures indicates that those who became industrial 
employees were not at the time of emigration significantly poorer than those who 
remained on the farm. I have calculated that the Santals, with their extreme dietary 
reliance on rice, require a minimum of about one pound per day. On the basis of 
this minimum figure a Santal then requires at least 360 lbs per year or four and one 
half maunds, Since forty-eight percent of those who become industrial workers fall in 
the o-5 maund category, it is clear that nearly half fall in the “dire need” category and 
were virtually pushed out of their villages. Recognizing the vagaries of agricultural 
production, it is probable that a sizeable proportion of the forty percent in the 6-10 
maund category may also be assigned to the group who were forced out of agriculture. 
That leaves, then, at least 10 percent to be assigned to the “improve themselves” 
category, or those who were perhaps significantly attracted by noneconomic lures. 
What of the forty-four percent of the farmers who have not taken up industrial employ- 
ment but who fall in the o-5 maund category? Some of these simply do not make ends 
meet and are continually in debt. Some help out on other’s farms and get enough 
rice in this manner to survive. This kind of employment on other Santals’ farms is 
limited by two factors. The most important is that very few Santals have much surplus. 
The second is that only a few have more land than they can cultivate. It should be 
mentioned, with respect to the surplus factor, that a Santal will eat up to two pounds 
of rice per day, or nine maunds per year if he has this much. It can be seen from the 
per capita income table of the farmers that only about twenty-four percent have any 
surplus over nine maunds per capita per year. 

The final song to be offered serves as an introduction to the subject of Jamshedpur 
and its environs as a factor in commitment. 


Kalka and Manpur are dark By day the bus, by night the train 
While Holy (Aoli) Bistupur (main section — khokokok’ the big train has arrived. 

of Jamshedpur) is light. O my friend, my old friend, bundle your 
The train moves, the whistle sounds, things, let’s go to Tata, 
Tata coolies are dressed to go khokokok’ \et’s climb aboard the big train. 


Like poets everywhere, those of the Santals see the city’s lights as symbols of its 
drawing power. The city is contrasted with Kalka and Manpur, two small towns in 
Dhalbhum which, before the development of Jamshedpur, were thought by the 
Santals of the region to be quite urbane. Kalka receives mention perhaps because it 
has a liquor distillery of which the Santals make use. The phrase “dressed to go’’ is 
also significant because the Santal industrial workers have special work costumes 
including Western long pants, shirt, and shoes. These clothes are admired by the rural 
folk since they are associated with the status and affluence of the sahid. 
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To the Santals, Jamshedpur offers an alluring spectacle of complex industrial 
machinery and gigantic industrial structures; it has superior markets where a com- 
paratively wide range of merchandise can be seen or bought. Perhaps most important 
for the young Santal man is the fact that its atmosphere is free from many of the 
strictures of the rural village. 

Those who live in company houses have become attached to the unusual amenities 
provided with these houses, for example, water from a tap, electricity, special sanita- 
tion facilities, and a house that doesn’t leak and doesn’t have to be repaired. When 
these city dwellers (the non-Seraikela Santals) visit their villages, they find life some- 
what uncomfortable and their children find it even more trying. Those who live in 
the dustees, on the contrary, live under the same conditions as they did in the village. 
A few of these dustee Santals would like to move into company houses in town. The 
attraction seems not so much the physical facilities provided but rather the cultural 
climate of the city. It is the urbanity of the city folk that they prize, and it is the 
vulgarity of their fellow dustee Santals that they wish to escape from. This vulgarity 
manifests itself, as they see it, particularly in the rather violent quarrels which break 
out in the dustee especially after considerable drinking, and in the sexual display in- 
dulged in, for example, by men during the dance. Such Santals who disdain the life of 
the dustee are a small minority, but it is they who are most desirous of moving into town. 
Generally the dustee dweller prefers his position to that of the city dweller. He pays 
virtually no rent, he may have enough land for a respectable garden, and above all 
he is surrounded by congenial Santals rather than treacherous and hostile non-Santals 
(diku, particularly Hindus). With these Santals, he may enjoy all the traditional 
forms of behavior that he desires, while comparatively little notice will be taken of 
him if he chooses not to enter into these forms. The dustee is congenial, familiar, and 
at the same time relatively permissive. 

The city dwellers tend to be more firmly attached to their jobs, which are generally 
better paid, require more skill, and are, in a few cases, of the white collar variety, 
and they are deeply committed also to their new physical environment. Both groups 
have become more committed to their jobs through a number of special inducements 
offered in recent years by the various companies. One of the most effective of these 
inducements to the Santal is the right to name one of his sons to a job after he has 
served at least thirty years. As the Santals say, “Having a job at Tata is like having 
land, you can pass it on to your son.” 

Changing beliefs and practices concerning witchcraft. The investigation of witchcraft 
in village, dustee, and town not only provides observations of changing belief and 
practice in the two kinds of industrial communities, but also an opportunity to test 
hypotheses concerning the interconnections of witchcraft with other phenomena 
in the village. 

Generally for the village, beliefs and practice regarding witchcraft have not much 
changed during the last fifty years, despite the fact that a few relatively well educated 
Santals there hold views radically different from those of their fellows. According 
to the traditional view held by most village Santals, disease may be caused and treated 
either by natural means or by a number of supernatural means, of which witchcraft is 
one of the most important. Almost all treatment is administered by a Santal medicine 
man who is a part time specialist (ojha@, as in Hindi). If natural methods such as root 
medicine fail to bring about a cure, the ojh@ will attempt to exercise evil spirits or 
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spells by various supernatural methods. If even this fails he may suggest that a witch® 
is responsible. While the ojh@ does not have the power to find out who the witch 
is, he can perform certain rites to eliminate the effects of the witchcraft. If these also 
fail, it becomes necessary to go to a sokha, who has the power, through divination, 
to find out the guilty witch. 

Witches are always women. They obtain their power to cause sickness through 
certain malevolent spirits (6o%ga) who instruct them in return for various offerings. 
It is believed that witches are motivated by Aisg, a concept with a variety of meanings. 
In Hindi the word means ‘injury,’ ‘malice,’ ‘robbery,’ or ‘murder.’ The essence of 
the Santali meaning is ‘envy’ and/or ‘concealed malicious intent.’ The witch who 
harbors such feelings harms her victims by either eating the victim’s internal organs 
or luring away his life spirit (jiwi; Hindi ji). 

Every Santal woman is regarded as a potential witch, and this belief, plus women’s 
ritual impurity during menstruation, are the justifications for their exclusion from 
all forms of worship. As in many societies with the ideal of the patrilineal extended 
family, it is the women who are invariably blamed for schisms leading to the frag- 
mentation of this unit into its component nuclear families. This projection of ten- 
sion within the extended family onto women, especially wives, contributes toward 
the general denigration of the character of women. They are said to be of weak charac- 
ter, easily attracted by a shiny trinket, and hence persons in whom one cannot place 
trust. I suggest the hypothesis that this projection of tension is intimately connected 
with the view that all Santal women are potential witches. 

The actual naming of a witch by a sokha occurs only during serious illness or after 
an unexplained death. The penalties inflicted on the alleged witch vary in seriousness 
depending upon circumstances. She may merely be chastised by the sokha and villagers, 
made to promise to discontinue her evil practices, and forced through her husband to 
pay a fine. If she does not confess and her husband will not testify to her guilt, they 
may both be beaten to extract the needed confession. In very serious cases she and 
her husband may be driven out of the village or even outcasted. If all of these com- 
munity punishments prove unsatisfactory to the alleged victim or his family, they 
may themselves take action and do violence to or even take the life of the witch. 
For a variety of technical reasons connected with detection of crime and legal tech- 
nicalities the “‘murderer’’ is seldom convicted even if brought to court. In addition 
the villagers may frequently take his side. 

The Santals are, on the whole, a notably neat people. Unfortunately, the clean 
appearance of both their homes and persons is not often a hygenic cleanliness—for 
example, they frequently scrub their cooking and eating utensils to a fine polish with 
obviously contaminated water. Hence, like their Hindu neighbors, they suffer severely 
from a number of more or less endemic diseases. Particularly devastating are malaria 
and a variety of dysenteries, as well as the common epidemic diseases of the area such 
as cholera and smallpox. A large number of illnesses are attributed to witchcraft, 
but it is rare that a sokha will be consulted and a witch named. The restraints operating 
are the serious repercussions which may follow with their danger to village solidarity, 
and the fact that consulting a sokha is an expensive procedure. 

Although any innocent looking Santal woman may secretly be a witch while the 
community remains unaware of it, it is possible to see witches in action. Almost 
every Santal has seen unexplained lights emanating from witches and a good number 
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have actually seen a witch or two making offerings or even dancing in the sacred 
grove (jaher) where worship is held. It should be remembered that these beliefs and 
practices are not fundamentally different from those of many of the Santal’s Hindu 
neighbors. 

In general, belief and practice in the dustee regarding witchcraft are much like 
those in the village. Certain beliefs almost never found in the village have been added, 
however, to the common stock. One added belief which proved quite a surprise to me 
is a new idea about the elimination of witchcraft. I was told by a Santal in the dustee 
where I did most of my work that witchcraft is a bad thing, and the reason it is so 
prevalent among the Santal is ignorance. He added, “‘the educated diku don’t have 
it, and with education it will disappear from our community also.” As I thought this 
answer implied a disbelief in witchcraft, and as he was the first Santal to have indicated 
such an opinion to me, I fortunately decided to press the point further. When I 
then asked him how education could eliminate witchcraft, he gave an answer showing 
quite clearly that he still firmly believed in witches, but thought the practice of 
witchcraft would decline with education. He explained that women practice witchcraft 
because of hisg, and the reason they have this Aisg is that they are ignorant. ‘““When 
they become educated,” he said, “they will see that this Ais¢ is a bad thing and will 
give up the practice of witchcraft.” I thought this to be a special instance of a peculiar 
viewpoint and was astonished to learn that it is the common view in the dustee. 

A less common attitude, but one which is much more frequent in the dustee than 
in the village is skepticism about the existence of witches. A number of dustee Santals 
have told me, “Yes, I have seen lights from what are supposed to be witches, but who 
knows if they were really witches? I have never seen a witch myself although others 
say they have seen. Since I have never seen myself, how can I say whether they exist 
or not?” 

As for accusations of witchcraft in the dustee, I do not yet have a record adequate 
for comparing the nature and frequency ‘of such accusations in the dustee with those 
in the village. Only a couple of years ago, one woman in the dustee was named by a 
sokha as a witch, and she and her husband were beaten, made to pay a fine, and forced 
out of the dustee. A few years prior to this, a woman from the same dustee was killed 
while returning from market. The murderer was never apprehended, and it may well 
be that whoever was responsible believed her to be a witch. 

In the city there are a number of attitudes toward witchcraft either totally lacking 
or extremely rare in the dustee or village. The most common point of view is a kind 
of quasi-naturalistic interpretation. Such city dwellers hold that witchcraft motivated 
by Aisa does indeed exist, as demonstrated by many observations they themselves and 
their fellows have made. They argue, however, that this witchcraft is not, strictly 
speaking, a supernatural power conferred by malevolent spirits, but rather a magical 
technique passed on from one witch to another. The Hindi word jadu is used for magic. 
They make it clear that it is magic in the sense of “seemingly supernatural.” It is a 
kind of mysterious scientific technique, and the word which they frequently use to 
convey their view of its nature is “mesmerism.” They have a very limited idea of 
what mesmerism is supposed to be, but they do know that it is a kind of scientific 
magic. As one Santal put it, expressing his preference for a naturalistic point of view, 
“How can I believe that witches can eat one’s internal organs? When people are sick 
I never see any holes in their skin through which the organs might have been removed. 
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If a witch really has caused the sickness it must be by the use of some kind of poison 
or jadu.” 

Another Santal, who is a student in the Jamshedpur Cooperative College, is the 
only Santal I know who gives a totally naturalistic explanation of witchcraft and 
denies the existence of witches. In the course of his studies he came across a psychology 
book belonging to one of his Hindu schoolmates, in which he read that people fre- 
quently imagine that they see those things of which they are very much afraid. He 
accepted this as a convincing explanation of witchcraft congenial to his own general 
outlook. This young man is the son of a Seraikela Tata employee and lives in that 
part of town where a number of Seraikela Santal are domiciled. As he told me this, 
a few of these Seraikela, workers sat about and listened. Since they were completely 
uneducated and uninitiated to the ideology involved, his explanation was totally 
unconvincing to them. The young student’s father is also unwilling to accept his 
son’s point of view. 

To our knowledge there have been no identifications of witches among the city 
Santals. From this fact and the changes in belief described previously it should not be 
inferred, however, that fear of witchcraft has declined much among the city Santals. 
While they are not much worried about it when among their city brethren, a great 
deal of anxiety is aroused when they visit a village. One of the most important reasons 
for this persistence of fear is that the city Santals believe themselves to be particularly 
susceptible to the Ais@ or envy of villagers. This envy is aroused because they are 
so much richer and more successful than the villagers. 

Before attempting an interpretation of the variations in witchcraft beliefs and 
practices that have been described, one additional set of witchcraft beliefs must be 
mentioned which in some ways cuts across the village-dustee-city axis. The Santals 
have a religious teacher (guru as in Hindi) of high repute who has been given the 
title “spiritual leader” (maran gomke). This guru, Raghnat Murmu, has founded 
an organization whose chief function is to ascertain the “true” beliefs of the Santals 
and to codify them. Only the witchcraft beliefs of this guru and his followers can be 
presented here. 

According to the guru’s view, there are witches who, because of Aisg, practice 
witchcraft. These witches, however, can cause sickness only in a person who has 
committed some sin (pap, Hindi; he also uses the English “‘sin’”’). He and his followers 
further believe that the sokha cannot be relied on to find out who are witches, The 
solution to the problem of illness caused in part by witchcraft and in part by one’s 
own sin is to live a virtuous life and to follow the traditional religious practices and 
beliefs. The members of his organization all share his belief in the inefficacy of con- 
sulting a sokha and the value of following religious tradition, but many of them do 
not quite comprehend his doctrine of sin. One Santal who attended a meeting of the 
organization with me but who is not a member remarked, “How can sin in any way 
be a cause of sickness? I have sinned so much; still I am usually healthy!” 

Raghnat Murmu lives today in his native village in Mayurbhanj, practicing 
agriculture and engaging in his teaching, which also includes the propagation of an 
original alphabet he has developed for Santali. He is a matriculate graduate and has 
served several years as a high school teacher. Having learned to read Sanskrit in high 
school, he became deeply interested in and influenced by the Hindu Great Tradition. 
He has also been noticeably influenced by Christianity through contact with a Catholic 
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missionary. His organization is headed by two uneducated Tata employees who live 
in a dbustee (president and treasurer), one young student who is a Tata apprentice 
(secretary), and one villager from Seraikela who is also uneducated, called the priest 
(naeke) of the organization. The treasurer, though totally illiterate, is a brilliant ecstatic 
religious teacher who tends to dominate the organization when the guru himself is 
not present. 

It is too early yet to tell how influential the beliefs of this organization will become. 
The evidence seems to indicate that it has picked up a few converts in the various 
bustees and has indirectly influenced the opinions of some who are not converts. 
The more educated city Santals, however, look down on the uneducated leaders 
who dominate the organization, and find the guru’s theory about witchcraft uncon- 
genial. 

In a very general way it seems that the increasing skepticism toward witchcraft 
in the dustees and the quasi-naturalistic attitude toward it characteristic of the city, 
are examples of what has earlier been called “modernism.” The rather striking dustee 
view of the role of education in eliminating witchcraft is an example of the syncretism 
of modernism and Santal traditional culture, since it is a combination of the social 
uplift force of education in eliminating bad social practices, and traditional beliefs 
regarding witchcraft. It has been stated that the “sin” theory of witchcraft is the 
result of a syncretism of traditional views of the Santals with those of the Hindu 
and Christian Great Traditions. Something of the congruence of the various witchcraft 
beliefs with differing ideological viewpoints has also been discussed.® 

It is not, however, solely ideological affinity which determines the varying Santal 
viewpoints on witchcraft. These affinities themselves develop in a matrix of social iden- 
tification, social approval, and correlative self-approval. Although this is true of the 
beliefs of all people, it is especially true for the Santals, who traditionally regard the 
true and the good as inseparable from the shared views of their community. The 
idea of an internalized yardstick of the true and good, as distinct from the point of 
view of society, is almost totally lacking, and even among the most modernized and 
Hinduized it is weakly developed. The variations concerning witchcraft observed in 
the three kinds of communities under discussion are largely a function of differences 
of social identification. 

The typical village Santal identifies almost exclusively with the Santal community. 
He is sensitive to the judgments of his fellow Santals primarily and almost exclusively— 
more particularly to those of his own village or region. He is satisfied with his own 
views and behavior if his fellow Santals approve of them. Even if he has an ideological 
proclivity to differ with his fellows, he will be reluctant to express this difference in 
his village, and he will do all he can to modify his own beliefs so as to bring them 
into line with those of the community. For these reasons he is the least affected by 
views of the non-Santal world, even if he is made aware of them. 

The dustee Santal is less exclusively Santal than is the villager. One powerful 
influence in the direction of wider identification for both the dustee and the city Santal 
is the fact that Jamshedpur and its environs are great centers of political activity. 
Many dustee and city Santals have entered into the activities of the @dibast Jharkhand 
political party. These Santals frequently identify themselves first as adibasis and 
then as Santals. From this organization particularly they have imbibed the notion of 
social uplift which has been shown to be connected with the dustee Santals’ new 
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notions about witchcraft. Both the dustee and city Santal have widened their social 
horizons even further through union activity, which causes them to recognize a 
common interest with their fellow workers of whatever community. The increasing 
skepticism of the dustee Santals toward witchcraft, and the increasingly naturalistic 
viewpoint evident among the city Santals, are not only the results of increased contact 
with these ideas through non-Santals; they are also the result of new forms of social 
interaction with non-Santals, leading to the wider identification necessary to the 
receptivity of ideas from the non-Santal world. The city Santals’ beliefs and practices 
regarding witchcraft have been more influenced by the non-Santal world because 
their social interaction is more intensive and persistent with this world than is the 
case with the dustee Santals. Therefore their receptivity is greater. 

With respect to the development of a more naturalistic viewpoint among the 
city Santals and to a lesser extent among the dustee Santals, the question might be 
raised of the possible effects of industrial labor itself. There are two great difficulties in 
determining an answer to this question. The first is that the creation and operation 
of an industrial establishment presupposes the existence in fair numbers of personnel 
who already have such a naturalistic viewpoint. These modernized individuals are 
observably spreaders of their point of view, making it difficult to isolate any possible 
effect of industrial labor itself. The second difficulty is that if there is such an effect, 
it is not directly observable and would have to be inferred from the evidence available 
with the aid of some general theory regarding the relations of various forms of labor 
to naturalistic or supernaturalistic orientations. 

The fact that the dustee Santals are much less naturalistic in their orientation 
than the city Santals, although both perform industrial jobs, suggests that human 
contact is at least the more important determinant. This latter comparison, however, 
must be qualified by recognition that, on the whole, the city Santals hold jobs which 
require more skill than those held by dustee Santals. There can be little doubt that 
where more complex jobs are learned by formal training, some naturalistic orientation 
will be absorbed. Some Santals of the city have had such training. The question is 
how far they will generalize this orientation to embrace other spheres. Will it, for 
example, affect their attitude toward witchcraft? I do not know of an adequate 
general theory with which this question can be approached. It may be that, all other 
things being equal, the more a man knows his working life to be governed by natural- 
istic means, the more likely he is to extend naturalistic techniques and beliefs to his 
nonworking life. The Santal certainly knows that all physical problems in the steel 
mill where he works are solved in a mechanical fashion. It is also certainly true that his 
working life in the factory is far more controllable and controlled than his traditional 
agricultural life. It must be remembered, however, that a naturalistic attitude toward 
witchcraft, for example, will hardly solve the problems that have generated the belief 
in witchcraft, such as the tensions in the extended family and the displacement of 
these onto women. 

It will be remembered that all specific accusations of witchcraft occur at the time 
of illness. All Tata workers and most employees of other firms in Jamshedpur are not 
only provided with free medical treatment but are required to see a doctor and obtain 
a health certificate whenever they absent themselves from work for health reasons. In 
the early days this medical care was not much appreciated, but today it is widely used. 
In line with differences already noted between the dustee and the city Santals, it is 
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not surprising that the latter take much more advantage of this service than the former. 
The dustee Santals frequently employ a native practitioner even when they are re- 
ceiving professional medical care. 

In spite of the fact that the dustee Santals undoubtedly recover from illness more 
rapidly and oftener than villagers because of the professional medical care they do 
receive, sickness is, if anything, more frequent in the dustee. This is probably the result 
of the fact that the dustee is much more crowded than any village, while its physical 
facilities are in no way improved. The city Santals, on the contrary, not only receive 
better medical care but enjoy far better physical accommodations and are far healthier 
than either the villagers or the dustee dwellers. These circumstances are then perhaps 
another reason why belief in witchcraft and even witchcraft accusations persist in the 
bustee, while belief is greatly weakened and accusations unheard of in the city. 

From the few hypotheses put forth in connection with witchcraft in the village, 
it follows that anything which tends to raise the status of women in Santal society or 
to weaken the ideal of the extended family will tend to weaken belief in witchcraft. 
In this connection the dustee Santal suggestion that the education of women will 
help to eliminate witchcraft may not be wrong. It is as yet too early to pronounce 
judgment on the persistence of the ideal of the extended family, but if industrial life 
does lead to its demise, this too should lead to a higher status for women and a weaken- 
ing of witchcraft. 

Quantitative variations in marriage forms. Of the many Santal ceremonies, perhaps 
none is so rich in symbolic representation and so moving both to the Santal and 
the outsider as those accompanying marriage. As the method to be applied here is 
concerned only with interpreting shifts in frequency of the various marriage forms 
prevalent in Santal society, most of the representations and the beauty characteristic 
of Santal marriages must be ignored. Only the four most common varieties of marriage 
occurring in the areas from which most Santal workers have been recruited will be 
considered. Workers from parts of Seraikela and from Midnapur have been excluded 
from the sample, as their marriage forms are significantly different from those in the 
rest of the area under consideration. The factors relevant to choice of marriage form 
are considered only from the point of view of the groom and his guardians, since they 
are generally the more active initiators of marriage and more influential in choosing 
a form. 

The marriage form with the highest prestige and involving the greatest expenditure 
is known as dugr itut’ sindur ‘placing vermillion on [the bride] at the door,’ dugr bapla 
‘door marriage,’ or diku bapla ‘Hindu marriage.’ All these names call attention to the 
fact that in this form as distinct from all others, vermillion is applied to the bride 
before the door of the bride’s house rather than the groom's. The term diku dapla 
reminds one in addition that application of vermillion at the bride’s house is the 
Hindu way. It also points to the fact that this form is in general more like a Hindu 
marriage than any of the other forms. Unlike the other forms, a proper dugr bapla (DB) 
requires the hiring of a Hindu band and dancers, and the performance, before the 
application of vermillion, of the marriage of the bride to a tree. This latter rite is 
practiced by many neighboring Hindu castes. The DB is an arranged marriage in 
which, if the couple are mature, they are permitted, before preliminary arrangements 
are completed, to see each other and give or withhold consent. Such consent is almost 
always forthcoming, and in the case of the girl she really dares not go against the 
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wishes of her parents. Nearly all the inhabitants of both the bride’s and groom’s 
villages will be involved at some point in the marriage ceremony or ensuing festivities. 
A very large party from the groom’s village will accompany him to the village of the 
bride. Traditionally his family was required to hire (usually from some Hindu caste) 
a number of men to carry the groom on a palanquin to the bride’s home. Today, 
especially if the groom happens to be a Tata worker living in or about Jamshedpur, 
he may be borne by a hired taxi instead. 

The large number of participants not only gives testimony to the affluence of the 
families being united, but is indicative that the marriage establishes a bond between 
villages as well as between families and the couple itself. The bride price proper 
(gonon) in all forms of Santal marriage is fixed at two cows if the bride’s father is 
living and one cow if he is dead. There are, in addition, certain other payments made 
by the groom’s guardians, such as the presentation of dhotis to the bride’s guardians 
and to a number of her villagers; this payment is not fixed and will be greater in a 
DB than in any lesser form. The really heavy costs, however, stem from the necessity 
of transporting and feeding the large party which accompanies the groom’s party 
to the bride’s village, hiring the palanquin bearers or taxi as the case may be, and 
finally providing rice beer (Agnd?) for all one’s own villagers as well as food for many 
villagers and relatives from other villages. In a DB marriage a few non-Santal ac- 
quaintances may be invited, often with the intention of enhancing the prestige of 
the groom’s guardians by displaying the important connections they have. Such 
non-Santals are rarely invited to any of the other forms. The total cost of such a 
marriage at the present time is between Rs. 800-1500, or, at the going price for rice, 
between about 3200-6000 lbs. 

The second most expensive and prestigeful form of marriage is known as safge 
bariat® (many’ de¢rigt, i.e., members of groom’s party). The name sage derigt (SB) 
suggests that, like DB, it is an arrangement between important people, hence a large 
number of people will participate. In bride price and other gifts and exchanges it 
involves almost the same expenditure as a DB. The critical ceremonial difference 
is that the vermillion will be applied before the house of the groom. The number of 
people invited will not be so many as in a DB, thus the cost will be substantially 
reduced. Several events take place at the bride’s village which do not usually occur 
at a DB, e.g., the bride’s villagers stop the groom’s party on the way through their 
village and force them to answer a series of riddles (epeset’) before they may proceed, 
a recitation is given by both parties of the mythical origin of the Santals and their 
society (dinti), and a drama is presented in a spirit of buffoonery in which a very 
miserable bride and bridegroom, played by two men, abuse each other in typical 
mock Santal fashion. The total cost of an SB marriage is between Rs. 200-500 or 
between 800-2000 lbs of rice. 

The least prestigeful and least expensive of arranged marriages is known as either 
funki dipil ‘to carry a small basket on the head,’ or Aaram dbgriat ‘a groom’s party 
consisting of old men.’ Most Santals say these two names refer to the same form, but 
a few insist that haram de¢rigt is a somewhat more elaborate form. For the purpose at 
hand it will be adequate to treat them as identical. The name funki dipil (TD) suggests 
that the bride’s possessions and gifts are so few as to be portable on her head. Haram 
bariat emphasizes the fact that the groom’s party consists only of a few old men. 
TD is simply an attenuated form of SB with vermillion similarly applied at the groom’s 
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house. The obligation to pay bride price is less and payment is frequently postponed 
till long after the marriage ceremony. Its cost is generally between Rs. 25-100 or 
between 100-400 lbs of rice. 

In addition to the three forms of arranged marriage, and unlike their Hindu 
neighbors, the Santals have a traditional form of unarranged or love marriage known 
as tapam bapla ‘to meet’ or ‘come together marriage,’ or more simply as iapam 
‘to meet’ or ‘come together.’ In practice, this form may include public announcement, 
bride price, and celebration—or all these practices may be dispensed with. If ceremony 
and bride price, etc., are included, the form is much like that of an attenuated TD. 
The cost may vary between Rs. 0-75 or up to 300 lbs or rice. 

There are, in addition, two other forms of unarranged marriage. As they are 
relatively infrequent, they will not be dealt with here in any detailed manner. They 
are known respectively as stud’ sindur ‘application of vermillion’ and or agu ‘to bring 
by force.’ In theory, both forms involve the seizing by a man of a girl against her 
will with the intention of marriage. In practice they are often a bit of a ruse designed 
to allow a girl to marry a boy to whom her parents object. While both forms continue 
to enjoy a kind of quasi-legal status among the Santal community, there is growing 
opposition, especially among the richer and more educated Santals, against these 
forms. To have their daughters, who nowadays may be educated and hence refined, 
seized by any illiterate and uncouth Santal, goes strongly against the grain. 

One further preliminary should be mentioned before presenting the frequency 
data itself, and the interpretation. The samples that have been used are obviously 
smaller than they should be. I have not meant by these samples to establish definitive 
conclusions; rather, these sample results are meant as checks on uncounted impressions. 
Fortunately for the reliability of the results, in no case did their relative magnitudes 
run counter to my previous impression, though in a few cases I had no anticipation 
of what the results would be. It should be confessed that had there been cases counter 
to my expectations derived from considerable other investigation, I would more 
readily have blamed the size of the sample than abandoned my previous impressions. 
Considerable care was taken to see that the questions asked of informants were ones 
they could answer accurately. The only data that is not very accurate, because the 
informants could not give accurate answers, concerns age and the years ago that certain 
events occurred. Cross checks were made to determine that answers given by informants 
were truthful and almost always they were found to be so. A half dozen cases were 
eliminated because contradictory answers were given which could not be cleared up. 

First consideration will be given to Santals married in their native villages and 
practicing agriculture at the time of their marriage. The sample here is fifty Santals, 
nineteen of whom at no time after marriage became industrial workers. These nineteen 
were drawn from two villages in Mayurbhanj. Fifteen were drawn from the village 
where I have done most of my rural investigations and the other four from a village 
I have frequently visited for control purposes. In the village where I have done most 
of my rural work, data was collected from every male in one tola (section) of the 
village. More than half the males in this so/a had at some time prior to their marriage 
worked in the surrounding mines and will be excluded from consideration. Thirty-one 
included in the sample did, after marriage, become industrial workers. They were 
interviewed in dustees, town dustees or in the town itself, but most were living in the 
bustee where I have done most of my work. They were not collected by a format 
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random sampling method; we simply went from house to house at various times and 
questioned anyone who was at home. No one refused to give us the information we 
requested. 

From these fifty Santals, all married while living in villages well away from Jam- 


shedpur or in any other major city, the following frequencies of the different forms of 
marriage were obtained: 





TABLE 2 


DB SB TD NB Total Number 


5 (10%) 20(40%) 9(18%) 16(32%) 50(100%) 





Since the four varieties of marriage are graded in terms of cost, it is reasonable to 
plot farmers’ per capita income against marriage form chosen to determine the degree 
to which income determines the form chosen. The figures given below are in terms 
of maunds of husked paddy per person per year after taxation. 





TABLE 3 
Choice of marriage form by farmers by per capita income 


Marriage Forms Income 


Class 
Maunds per capita TD Total 





0-10 15 
11-20 
21-30 
31-40 
41 
Total Number of 
Marriages 





If these figures are converted to percentages, it will be seen, for example, that 
eighty percent of DB fall in the greater than thirty maund category, eighty percent 
of SB in the greater than ten maund category, fifty-five percent of TD in the greater 
than ten category and only twelve percent of NB in the greater than ten maund 
category. The association between marriage form choice and per capita income is 
obvious and this association, relating high per capita income to expensive forms, 
is reasonably consistent throughout the table. It is suggested that per capita income is 
the largest single determinant of marriage type choice. 

Of the other possible countable determinants, the possibility has been considered 
that having either a father or a mother alive at the time of marriage might be a signifi- 
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cant determinant since a few cases were known of comparatively well-off Santals 
without parents who had contracted NB, and who explained that there was no one to 
arrange a marriage for them. From the sample of fifty it was found that there were 
only six cases in which both parents were dead at the time of marriage. This indicates 
that having parents alive at the time of marriage is not a common determinant of 
marriage forms, at any rate. There are only three cases in which the father was living 
at the time of marriage and the mother not. This is probably not entirely an accident 
of sample size. It is partly accounted for by men marrying later than women but it is 
also probably true that the life expectancy of men is less than that of women. If the 
twenty-one cases where only the mother was alive at the time of marriage be compared 
with the remainder of the sample, no significant difference in marriage type frequency 
will be found. Since these cases in which the father was not alive at time of marriage 
show no difference in frequency of marriage type from the rest of the sample, it is 
concluded that having a father alive is not a significant determinant of marriage type 
choice. 

One other kind of countable information about rural Santal marriage type choice 
had to be considered, i.e., whether there was a shift in frequency during the historical 
period under consideration. The period covered by these marriages is from 1913 to 
1957. The data indicate that there were no significant shifts in frequency during 
this period, nor were there any appreciable changes in the distribution of per capita 
income. As there has been a population increase during this period, the near stability 
of per capita income distribution is the result of employment opportunities at the 
mines and in Jamshedpur. 

Before turning to a consideration of the marriage type choices of the industrial 
workers, it is necessary to account for the remaining partial determinants of marriage 
choice in the rural environment so that comparison between these choices in the 
village, bustee, and city can be controlled. Arranged marriages are the occasion for great 
dancing, singing, drinking, and general merry-making, and a Santal of some standing 
in the community is expected to validate his status by treating his villagers to a first 
rate marriage. As there are a number of inherited offices that confer high status, 
and a number of ways of achieving high status which are partially independent of 
wealth, those prominent Santals whose incomes are not high nevertheless feel com- 
pelled to choose a more expensive form than their income alone would dictate. In 
addition, there are idiosyncratic differences in desire for status which lead to choosing 
marriage forms beyond a man’s income. Finally, there is the Santal belief that the 
higher the form of marriage, the greater its chances of lasting. Santals with a greater 
regard for the stability of their children’s marriages may resort to a more expensive 
form than they can really afford or than their social standing dictates. 

For the dustees a sample of forty-seven was chosen, of whom the majority came 
from the dustee where I have done most of my work, a few lived in nearby dustees, 
and a few now live in company houses. All these were workers at the time of marriage 
and lived in dustees. They were selected by simply going house to house at various 
times. No one refused to give us information. It should be mentioned that about 
sixty percent of the Santals who come to Jamshedpur are unmarried when they arrive, 


The figures for marriage type frequency among these dustee workers show a marked 
shift away from DB and SB toward NB. 
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TABLE 4 


Bustee Workers 


Total 
DB SB TD NB Percentage 








0(0% 6(13%) 7(15%) 34(727%) (100%) 
Rural Farmers (repeated) 
5(10% 20(40%) 9(18%) 16(327%) (100%) 





If a Santal is going to have an arranged marriage his parents or guardians must 
arrange it for him. Those workers who did have arranged marriages regularly sent 
large portions of their income to their parents back on the farm. Almost all these 
workers maintained a joint interest with their relatives on the farm in the family 
property. As it has already been shown in the section on recruitment and commitment 
that Santal industrial workers were not much poorer as a group in terms of their 
former agricultural per capita income than those who remained on the farm, it follows 
that lower per capita income cannot account for the shift to NB. Since this sample of 
forty-seven bustee Santals contains a number of informants who were not included 
in the sample used in the chapter on recruitment and commitment and excludes some 
used there, per capita farm income as shown in it has also been compared to the original 
sample of fifty farmers. It was again found that there was only a small difference between 
the two groups, with the workers a bit poorer while still agriculturalist than the 
farmers who remained on the farm. The important fact shown in the tables below is 
that if one includes the industrial income of the workers at the time of their marriage 
with the farm income of those with whom they still share ownership, the total per 
capita income of this group is higher than that of the sample farmers who did not 
become industrial workers. Hence the shift to NB is in spite of available per capita 
income greater than farmers’. 





TABLE 5 


Per Capita Income of Bustee Workers and their Farming Family’ 


Maunds Percentage of families 





21% 
347% 
28% 

6% 
11% 


100% 
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Tas.e 68 


Per Capita Income of Farmers (repeat) 


Maunds Percentage of Families 





0-10 44% 
11-20 32 
21-30 I 
31-40 2 
40 8% 


( 
—] 


0 
oO 
0 
( 


49 


©, + 


4 


Total 100% 





Before interpreting this shift in marriage type choice, two additional, relevant, 
measurable matters should be mentioned. Among the dustee Santals of the sample, 
the length of time in the dustee before marriage ranged from zero to twelve years, 
with a mean time of 3.9 years. No significant shift in marriage type frequency was 
found to be related to the length of time spent in the dustee before marriage. It has 
been mentioned that when Santal dustee dwellers wish to have an arranged marriage, 
they send home considerable money to their parents. The great shift to NB indicates 
then that most of them are unwilling to send such amounts home. Since the length of 
time spent in the dustee before marriage does not determine this attitude, it was 
inferred that it is not due to some new values slowly acquired. 

A number of factors inherent in the dustee situation and in industrial labor are, 
in my view, responsible for the shift to NB. The most important of these are the result 
of moving out of the native village and into a different kind of community. Although 
the dustee Santal tends to maintain his connections with his family in the native 
village and almost never requests a division of the land, he now has an income of his 
own. If he had remained in the village, he would only have achieved such an inde- 
pendent income by asking for a division of the land. Therefore, while he formally 
maintains his connection with his extended family, he has achieved the independence 
from the extended family normally attained by a division of land. This independence 
leaves him free to spend his money much as he pleases. Another factor contributing 
to this independence is that he is physically distant from his extended family and 
hence daily free from their social control and the supporting authority of the villagers. 
The question is, why does he use this greater independence to choose an NB? 

One important reason relates to his reaction to industrial labor. As discussed earlier, 
there are a number of things he does not like about industrial labor, the most important 
dislikes being the necessity of working throughout the year instead of about six 
months as on the farm, and the lack of freedom to work when and how he pleases. 
He feels that he has made a great sacrifice in coming and is especially reluctant to 
part with the only great reward, his increased income. One other important factor 
arising out of freedom from parental and traditional village restraint is the opportunity 
afforded to dustee Santal men and women to meet each other without restraint. 
There are a great number of unmarried women workers in the dustees. These women, 
whose parents are seldom with them, have many more opportunities to enter into 
sexual alliances than girls living in the village. The same is true of the men who, if 
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they entered into such alliances in the village, would be sharply censored, especially 
if they came from at least a moderately well-off family. The record shows that eighteen 
of the thirty-four NB marriages of the dustee Santal were contracted with working 
girls; it is probable that a large proportion of the remaining sixteen were contracted 
with girls who, though not working, were living in dustees while searching for work. 

Before turning to the city Santals, one most interesting tendency regarding the 
shift to NB must be mentioned. The evidence indicates that between eleven and 
twenty-one years ago about sixty-four percent of the marriages were NB, while in 
the period of zero to ten years ago eighty-one percent were NB. 'Since there is no 
appreciable income difference between these two groups, it is suggested that this 
shift may be a truly cultural one. What began as a shift due to circumstances which 
had changed, has become a recognized norm for the dustees. It is now easier to enter 
into an NB because the stigma of low status associated with it has lessened. 

As a consequence of the length of service required to obtain a company house in 
town, there are only four cases of city Santals married after moving into a company 
house, excluding the city Santals of Seraikela origin. Of the four cases one was a DB, 
one SB, and two NB. From only four cases there is really nothing to be inferred, 
especially since the city Santals tend to be richer than those of the dustees. What can, 
however, be offered for comparison is the prevailing attitude of the city Santals to 
the various forms. Considering their greater identification with and sensitivity to 
the Hindu world, as compared to either the villagers or the dustee dwellers, it is not 
surprising that from the traditional Santal repertory they strongly prefer the more 
Hinduized DB marriage, and severely criticize the NB form. 

In the section on witchcraft it was said that the dustee dwellers as well as the city 
Santals have increased their identification with the non-Santal world as, for example, 
by union membership. If this is true, one may well ask why there has been a shift to 
NB in the dustees, since this is a shift away from the dominant non-Santal Hindu 
pattern? The answer appears to be that the dustee Santal, still living predominantly 
among fellow Santals or other adibast, weakly identify with the dominant Hindu 
society. Beyond the heightened identification with other adibast, they have formed 
identification with their fellow workers as a common interest group. This interest 
group does indeed include Hindus, but the nature of the identification with this group 
is such that the sensitivity of the dustee Santals to its point of view is largely confined 
to its attitudes regarding labor’s interests. It is, then, because of this weak increased 
sensitivity to the Hindu point of view per se and the circumstances within the dustees 
conducive to a high frequency of NB, that the shift in the dustees is away from the 
Hindu pattern. In the city, on the contrary, the new forms of intercourse with the 
non-Santal world have led to a much increased identification with and sensitivity to 
Hindu cultural patterns per se. 

It has been mentioned that there is a relatively strong development of what has 
been called modernism in Jamshedpur. The disparaging of expenditure of wealth 
for traditional ceremonial purposes is a characteristic of this cultural current. The 
question might then be raised why this current has not induced the city Santals to 
accept the cheap and unceremonious NB. The answer is that the dominant Hindu 
community in Jamshedpur has not adopted this western modernistic viewpoint 
with respect to marriage, although that viewpoint has influenced this community to 
spend less on a number of other traditional ceremonies. When there is a conflict 
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between modernism and traditional Hinduism, the city Santals are primarily motivated 
to choose a form of behavior and belief in conformity with that of their Hindu neigh- 
bors, i.e., to make the same choice between the two traditions that the Hindus do. 
There is little tendency for them to choose independently between the two traditions. 

The shift to NB in the dustee raises a final important methodological point. Manning 
Nash has very cogently suggested that the best situation in which to study the relations 
between industry and culture in countries newly embarking on development of 
industry is where factories grow up within a village or small community.* In studying 
the effects of this industry on the culture of the village or small community where it 
has grown up, one can largely eliminate the superfluous effects of urbanization. There 
is no doubt that this recommendation is sound and that such studies are needed. 
However, apart from the fact that there is intrinsic interest in the effects of urbaniza- 
tion per se on tribal and peasant people, there are additional reasons why studies of 
such people removed from their traditional setting are required. Furthermore, the 
method used in this study indicates that there are ways of controlling for the effect 
of urbanization. The shift to NB in the dustees indicates that mere removal of a people 
from their traditional environment with its accompanying freedom from traditional 
restraint may be a significant factor in cultural change. In this case the weakening of 
restraint combines with the 4ustee Santal’s attitude toward industrial work to bring 
about this change. Indeed, a comparison of this finding with Nash's findings in Cantel 
make this point more striking. In Cantel one of the most important findings was that 
the Cantelensi used their increased earnings largely ‘“‘to implement old cultural 
needs and wants." Among the Santal dustees on the contrary, it is found that there 
is a great unwillingness to spend increased income on a traditionally prestigeful form 
of marriage. The point to be made is that both kinds of studies are required if the 
total gamut of the possible effects of industrialization are to be learned. 

Considerable control over the added effects of urbanization can be obtained in 
studies like this one, where the community under study lives not only in the industrial 
city but also includes industrial workers who live outside the city. To the extent that 
these two kinds of communities occupy the same position in industry one can, by 
comparing them, control for the factor of urbanization. 

The case of the city Santals’ increased identification with Hindu society raises 
the final point to be considered. What is it that keeps these city Santals out of the 
Hindu fold? While they have abandoned many of the traditional values and attitudes 
of their society, they cling to certain religious practices and other traditional behaviors 
which are distinctively Santal and will not identify themselves as Hindu. Among 
the most important bonds with his own society are the traditional and deeply rooted 
sentiments of obligation and emotional attachment to his kin. These bonds are made 
even more manifest for the city Santal by his dependence on kin in his native village 
to maintain his interest in the family land. Ordinarily these relatives cultivate his 
share of the land and periodically bring him rice in return for cash contributions. 
He is further bound to his own society by the belief or at least the fear that if certain 
traditional rites are not performed to ancestors and other deities he may be punished 
with illness. One of the most prominently mentioned dependences of the city Santal 
on his own society is for the traditional rites associated with death in the event that 
he or a member of his immediate family should die. This dependency when considered 
in terms of the traditional configuration of beliefs and practices concerned with death 
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appears to be largely a symbolic representation of his ramified interconnection with 
the traditional Santal social order. Apart from these and a number of other internal 
bonds there are a number of particularly significant external institutions contributing 
to the maintenance of his Santal identity. One of the most important of these is the 
system of caste ranking. The much acculturated city Santals have decided, for the 
moment at least, that to become Hindu would mean to accept a low position in the 
caste hierarchy. They know of the movement to abolish caste but they are not yet 
convinced that it will triumph. As suggested earlier, the rise of the Jharkhand party 
has contributed to a strong new identification with all @dibasz. In addition it has 
provided a new avenue of social mobility, i.e., election to public office. Through the 
Jharkhand party and other institutions for tribal welfare the Santal who is better 
educated than his fellows can gain status in an area less competitive than that of the 
wider Indian society. Finally there are significant practical reasons for maintaining 
their identity as members of a scheduled tribe. Among such benefits are scholarships, 
special governmental appointments, and preferential industrial appointment. 

This cursory treatment of the conditions contributing to Santal self identification 
particularly among the city Santals is obviously far from exhaustive. I have only 
meant to indicate that not all recent developments have contributed toward the 
absorption of city Santals into the Hindu fold. The city Santal is far from considering 
the abandonment of his tribal identity. What he is very actively considering is the 
conflict between his accepted social identity and his dissatisfaction with various 
aspects of the traditional culture. Under the present conditions it is far more likely 
that he will continue his attempt to remold Santal culture to his own liking than 
abandon his social identity. Increasingly sensitive to the beliefs, practices, and criti- 
cisms of the general Indian society, his aim is to “raise” his own society to a level 
where it will command the respect of the non-Santal world. 


NOTES 


1 For an excellent prior example of such anthropological treatment, see Manning Nash, “The 
Recruitment of Wage Labor and Development of New Skills,” The Annals (May, 1956); or by 
the same author, “Some Notes on Village Industrialization in South and East Asia,” Economic 
Development and Cultural Change, Ill, No. 3 (April, 1955); or his unpublished doctoral thesis 
on industrialization among the Cantelenos (University of Chicago). I should mention here the 
considerable theoretical debt that I owe especially to the last study. 

2 The orthography used for all Santal words in this article is the standard system of romaniza- 
tion of Santali as developed and presented by P. O. Bodding in Materials for a Santali Grammar, 
Part I, second edition (Dumka, 1930), with the few diacritical modifications employed by W. J. 
Culshaw, Tribal Heritage, A Study of the Santals (London, 1949). 

8 The farmers who emigrated were interviewed in the bustee where they live and where I 
have done much of my work, or in the homes of the city Santals. They do not properly constitute 
a random sample, as the information was collected simply by going from house to house at 
various times, Like other statistics which follow, these are meant to be only suggestive of certain 
tendencies and of various methods being employed. 

* This attitude toward the diku is much more ambivalent than the attitude in the village. As 
will be discussed later, this increased ambivalence is partly the result of new identifications formed 
on the job and by greater and new forms of social interconnection with the non-Santal world. 

5 Santali, dahri, Hindi dain. There are actually a variety of witches, but only the most common 
is under consideration. 

® As Datta-Majumdar states very clearly in The Santal, the numerous traits borrowed by the 
Santals in their long contact with the Hindu world have been almost entirely either simply 
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artifacts or forms of behavior adequately modified by the Santals to fit traditional patterns of 
meaning and value. I suggest that the recent changes reported here regarding witchcraft belief 
are of a more fundamental character and represent significant changes in traditional beliefs. See 
Nabendule Datta-Majumdar, The Santal, A Study in Culture-Change, Department of Anthro- 
pology, Government of India, Memoir No. 2, 1955 (Calcutta, 1956). 

T Industrial cash income was converted into husked paddy according to the prevailing price of 
rice at the time of marriage and added to farm income in husked rice after taxation. 

§ This is the same farm sample used in the section on recruitment and commitment. 

® Nash, 1955, 1956, and thesis. 

2° Nash, 1956, p. 29. 
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CULTS OF THE DEAD 
AMONG THE NAYARS 


By E. KaTHLeEN Goucu 


Nayar cults of the dead. That is to say, I shall try to relate the role-structure 

and social functions of the cults to those of legal and economic institutions, and 
to relate the emotional content of the cults to that of certain relationships among the 
living. 

The Nayars' are a high, matrilineal caste of landholders and salaried workers. 
Some four to seven matrilineal lineages of commoner Nayars traditionally occupied 
the high caste area of a village. They served a Nayar or Nambidiri Brahman village 
headman, and had authority over tenants, artisans, and serfs of lower caste. The 
lineage was exogamous, had a depth of about ten to fifteen generations and was con- 
cerned in village government. But the more significant economic unit was a lineage 
segment (taravad), whose members jointly owned property including an ancestral 
house. The eldest man of this group was its legal guardian (ka@ranavan). 

Before British rule began in 1792, the Malabar Coast comprised a number of 
kingdoms. I am concerned with Nayars of villages in the former Cochin kingdom, 
in the center of the coast, and with those of villages in the former Kottayam kingdom 
in the north. 

In Cochin, the country was relatively flat, fertile, and densely populated. The 
Nayars were the professional military caste. For a part of each year they tended to be 
absent from the village in military training or war. Women remained on their ancestral 
estates under the legal guardianship of the ka@ranavan and were maintained by the 
work of tenants and serfs. Probably largely as a result of the relatively mobile military 
occupation of the men, plural marital unions were customary. A woman might have 
six or eight husbands of her own or a higher subcaste, and a man, any number of 
Nayar wives of his own or a lower subcaste. Residence was duolocal: spouses lived 
separately in their natal homes and a husband visited his wife in her home at night. 
Exact physiological paternity was, clearly, often unknown, and in any case a man had 
no rights in nor obligations to his children. Among Nayars of this area, therefore, 
contrary to Murdock’s generalization,” the elementary family was not institutionalized 
as a legal, economic or residential unit. 

In Kottayam, the terrain was mountainous and jungly, the area more sparsely 
populated, and the kingdom less centralized. The Nayars were cultivating landowners 
and only occasional warriors. The hilly and jungly terrain and the sparsity of population 
made duolocal residence impracticable. In most cases a man took his wife to live in 
his ancestral household in avunculocal residence, and children were brought up until 
adolescence in the houses of their fathers. There was some polygyny, but polyandry 
was forbidden. Fathers had morally though not legally recognized rights in and 


[ this paper I shall attempt both a sociological and a psychological analysis of 
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obligations to their children and a strong affective bond with them. The Karanavan 
of their lineage segment was however the authority in important matters. 

Both in Kottayam and in Cochin, Nayar women were occasionally married to 
men of the highest, patrilineal caste of Nambidiri Brahmans. Children of such unions 
were Nayars, and rules of ritual pollution maintained distance between them and their 
higher caste fathers. The Nambidiri father might not eat with his wife and children, 
and might not touch them during the daytime while in a state of ritual purity. Only 
the eldest son of a Nambidiri house might marry a Nambidiri wife and beget children 
for his own family. 

British rule brought about the collapse of the Nayar armies early in the nineteenth 
century. Probably as a result of this change, plural marriages gradually died out in 
Cochin. The lineage system persisted with little change until the turn of the century, 
but in both areas the employment of men in professional and wage work led to the 
development of privately owned property in addition to property owned jointly by 
the matrilineal group. The Malabar Marriage Act of 1896 permitted men to register 
their marriages and gave the children of such marriages rights in half the personal 
property of the father after his death. During this century, the greatly increased 
employment of men in salaried work, and the development of cash-crop farming, 
have brought about a partial disintegration of the matrilineage, and have tended 
toward the emergence of the elementary family as an economic and legal unit. Under 
the pressure of these changes, laws* were passed in 1933 and 1937 which required all 
men to register their marriages, gave rights of maintenance to their wives and children, 
and provided that the whole of a man’s personal property be inherited by his wife 
and children. In addition, the laws permitted, though they did not require, equal 
division of the matrilineal estate on a per caput basis* between all members. Although 
some traditional households remain, it has now become fairly customary for a woman 
and her immature children jointly to separate their shares of property from those of 
the rest of their matrilineal group, and to set up a new establishment with the woman’s 
husband. He, in turn, may have abstracted his single share of property from that of 
his own matrilineal group. Sometimes, the husband himself provides a new house 
for his elementary family from his own share of property and his private earnings. 
Sometimes the new house is provided from the property of the wife and children, 
who receive their husband and father into it as a resident and wage earner. Sometimes 
husband and wife pool their property and set up a joint establishment. 

Given the modern heterogeneity of legal, economic, and residential arrangements, 
and given also variations in education, interests, and life experience, it is not surprising 
that cults of the dead reveal differential rates of change. I shall be chiefly concerned 
with the traditional cults, although these persist without change in only a few of the 
more traditionally patterned households—actually, in fifteen percent of Nayar 
households in one Cochin village, and in thirteen percent in one village in Kottayam. 

The Nayars participate in three distinguishable categories of cults of the dead. 
The first comprises a collective cult, by the matrilineal property group, of the ghosts 
of matrilineal forebears, which I call lineage ghosts. This cult is non-Sanskritic. The 
second category comprises various kinds of offerings by individuals to the spirits of 
dead kinsfolk at funerals or on the anniversaries of deaths. These cults are Sanskritic 
in origin. The third category comprises various cults of the ghosts of persons who 
were not members of the Nayar’s own lineage; I call these alien ghosts. These cults, 
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like the cult of lineage ghosts, are non-Sanskritic. I discuss the three categories of 
cults in that order, and then refer briefly to modern changes in the cults. 


Tue Cutt or Lingace Guosts 


Each traditional Nayar house contains a room devoted to lineage ghosts. Within 
the shrine are placed small, low stools (pithams). On each of these it is believed that 
a particular ghost comes to sit on the days when offerings are made. 

In property groups of the aristocratic lineages of village headmen and district 
chiefs, which own more land than do commoner Nayars, family histories recorded 
in palm leaf documents may contain the names and achievements of twenty or more 
karanavans extending back over two or three hundred years. In such lineages, whose 
property groups divide less frequently than do those of commoner Nayars, the karana- 
vans’ spirits are housed in a special building in the courtyard south of the ancestral 
house. Commoner Nayars care somewhat less for their ancestry. Sometimes they 
have only three or four stools for their lineage ghosts and remember by name only 
those who died within the last hundred years or whose lives were in some way remark- 
able. Remarkable k@ranavans are those who fought bravely in battles or received 
honor from chief or king, those who earned property on behalf of their matrilineal 
groups, or those who died prematurely through accident, murder, epidemic or suicide. 

Regular offerings are made only to karanavans, for only karanavans hold legal 
authority and only their names tend to appear in documents which survive for posterity. 
On the advice of the astrologer, however, a taravad may, in emergency, propitiate 
the ghost of an ancestress or of a man who died before becoming karanavan. But 
such ghosts are always those who died within the lifetime of living members. 

The lineage ghosts are regularly propitiated® on the new moon days of Karkidagam 
(July-August) and Tulaém (October-November). Food is cooked in the kitchen by 
women of the matrilineal household, and a large portion is placed on a plantain leaf 
for each of the ghosts. It includes curried meat and vegetables, fried paddy, beaten 
rice, fuits, and sweet puddings of various kinds. Toddy and arrack were traditionally 
served along with the meal. If a dead ka@ranavan is known to have enjoyed special 
foods during life, he receives a large portion of these foods. Occasionally, even in 
the past, individual Nayars have been vegetarians. The spirits of vegetarian karanavans 
may not be served with meat and are housed in a separate shrine. When the dishes 
are prepared, they are carried quickly to the shrine so that the ghosts may partake 
of their essence before others have tasted or smelled them. The living ka@ranavan 
places the leaves before the stools in the presence of men junior to him in the property 
group and then closes the door of the shrine. Age-rank is observed in making the 
offerings. For each spirit, in addition to its own leaf, is briefly offered the food later 
placed before the stools of spirits junior to it. Similarly, the vegetables of vegetarian 
ghosts are first offered to meat eaters who were senior to them, and the vegetables 
(but not the meat) cooked for meat eating ghosts are first offered to vegetarian ghosts 
who were their seniors. After a few minutes the ka@ranavan reopens the door and distrib- 
utes the food, to be eaten by all members of the zarava@d. Women take no part in 
offering the food and may not enter the ancestral shrine on this day. They are also 
forbidden to enter it during menstrual and birth pollutions, and all members are 
forbidden entry during the fifteen days of pollution following a death. 

Traditionally, at the close of offerings to the ghosts, men of the ¢aravad might 
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become drunk with toddy and arrack. In this condition, one or more young men 
might undergo possession by one of the ghosts. He performed a frenzied dance and 
called out to the assembled members with the voice of the ghost, declaring its will 
and thanking or threatening the ¢aravad on its behalf. I heard of only one taravad 
where this custom persisted. Shamanistic possession by the goddess Bhagavati or by 
the god Aiyappan is, however, still prevalent among rural Nayars, and such religious 
possession is still more common among the lower castes. 

In some taravads, propitiation of lineage ghosts accompanies that of various deities 
associated with the saravad. Chief of these is the lineage’s patron goddess (dharma 
devi). The goddess, though known by different names in different taravads, is always 
thought of as a species of the generic goddess Bhagavadi or Bhadrakali, the chief 
deity of the Nayars. Each group of Nayar taravads in a village usually possesses in 
common a temple dedicated to Bhadrakali, but each taravad has, in addition, its 
own goddess. Cults of the village goddess are more important in Cochin, and of the 
taravad goddess, in Kottayam. The village goddess is believed capable of withholding 
or inflicting on the population wholesale misfortunes of a kind which strike all men 
alike—smallpox, cholera, flood, drought, cyclone, cattle epidemic, or defeat in an 
intervillage feud. Such inflictions result from failure to propitiate the goddess or 
failure to uphold the moral laws of caste. The taravad goddess concerns herself with 
its members’ private morality and inflicts such individual misfortunes as fever, barren- 
ness in women or cattle, or grave financial loss. 

In aristocratic taravads, the goddess and the lineage ghosts may nowadays be 
housed together in an ancient gynasium (Xa/ari) near the ancestral house—a building 
formerly devoted to the military training of the taravad’s youth. The ghosts may then 
be propitiated with cooked food on the same day on which a cock is sacrificed to 
the patron goddess. In such rites, propitiation of both spirits and goddess are associated 
with the zaravad’s former martial glory. In the rites there usually figure one or more 
ancestral swords which the male forebears used during their lives. These swords are 
the property of the goddess and are propitiated by the karanvan as representatives 
of the deity. 

Lineage ghosts have some concern with the saravad’s internal morality. If its 
members fail in hospitality to guests, squander their income, or neglect their property, 
the ghosts may inflict misfortunes on one or more members of the group. However, 
failure to propitiate the ghosts correctly is the offence most likely to provoke retri- 
bution. Conversely, if offerings are made correctly to the ghosts, they will help to 
preserve the zaravad from misfortune. 

The ghosts vary in their severity and in the wrongs which they punish. A ka@ranavan 
who amassed much property is most likely to resent extravagance on the part of 
his successors. Forebears who died prematurely are more punitive than those who 
died peacefully in old age. All ghosts, however, are somewhat capricious: a small 
offense may provoke stern retribution, and misdemeanors on the part of one adult 
may result in the sickness of another or of a child of the property group. In particular, 
a forebear who was injured or insulted by his juniors during life or after his death 
may wreak vengeance on the ¢aravad even down to the seventh or eighth generation. 
One instance from a village headman’s lineage in Kottayam will illustrate such retri- 
bution. In 1798, the property group was dying out for lack of women, and the karanavan 
adopted a woman and her children from a related segment of his lineage. After the 
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karanavan’s death, his adopted successor was too young to manage the property. This 
passed temporarily into the management of a man from still another branch of the 
same lineage. When the true claimant came of age he disputed his guardian’s manage- 
ment. After a bitter lawsuit the guardian was deposed in a British court. He continued 
to live on the taravad’s land and to harass his young successor. When the guardian 
died, the young a@ranavan in his anger failed to arrange for the cremation rites until 
several days had passed and the corpse had decomposed. The ghost of this proxy 
k@ranavan has harrassed his successors ever since, causing many of them to die of 
diabetes. The present members regard this condition as a decomposition of the body 
during life. The ghost’s anger is so great that propitiations do not wholly avert its 
vengeance, although special offerings temporarily delay the progress of the disease. 

The misfortunes inflicted by lineage ghosts include many forms of sickness, mental 
disorder, female barrenness and miscarriages, all of which are attributed to actual 
bodily possession by a ghost. Financial loss, crop failure and the deaths of babies or 
cows may also result from the ghosts’ displeasure. I could find no very clear distinction 
between the misfortunes inflicted by lineage ghosts and those brought about by the 
patron goddess, by malevolent alien ghosts, or by the witchcraft or sorcery of enemies. 
Indeed it is obvious that the Nayars themselves do not clearly restrict particular 
misfortunes to particular agents. For on the occasion of a misfortune, the karanavan 
must often consult the village astrologer (Kanisan) who makes calculations to discover 
the responsible agent. He then instructs the k@ranavan how to carry out its propitiation 
or to accomplish its control. 

However, my information suggests that some misfortunes may be more likely to 
be attributed to some agents than to others. Miscarriages, for example, seem to be 
often attributed to ancestresses, to female alien ghosts, or to the patron goddess. 
Barrenness is often attributed to the snake gods of the saravad, who are believed to 
guard the fertility of its women. These misfortunes seem to be less often attributed 
to male ghosts, although some instances are known. Perhaps most important, however, 
circumstances immediately preceding the misfortune may help to determine the 
agent. If a forebear has died recently, or if a saravad has failed to propitiate its lineage 
ghosts or patron goddess, the k@ranavan may not even trouble to consult the astrologer, 
or the astrologer may merely corroborate his suspicions. Similarly, if a man has an 
enemy with whom he has recently quarreled and then himself falls ill with fever, he 
is like to assume that the enemy has engaged the services of a witch or sorcerer against 
him. In small villages whose population is stable, moreover, the astrologer makes it 
his business to know the affairs of his clients and thus to diagnose appropriate causes 
for their misfortunes. 

Sociological analysis. A satisfactory analysis of the functions of lineage ghosts 
must take into account those of other supernatural agents and of secular authorities. 
Among the Nayars, supernatural agents have played only a minor role in punishing 
offences against men, as distinct from those against themselves. This is undoubtedly 
because human authorities of various kinds had strong judicial functions, deriving 
from their incorporation in a kingdom. In the last analysis their authority was backed 
by the military power of the king or chief. Among Nayars, civil disputes were tried 
by village headman or district chief. Certain major crimes against the kingdom’s 
religious laws were tried in the Raja’s court. They included the killing of a cow or a 
Brahman or fornication with lower caste persons. The killing or assault of a Nayar 
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outside the lineage led to feuds between lineages or between larger territorial units. 
In Cochin, the king had more power than in Kottayam to curtail such feuds or confine 
them to organized duels for which a fee must be paid. Minor offences against caste 
law, such as dining with low caste persons, were tried by the subcaste assembly of the 
village and resulted in temporary excommunication of the offender’s property group 
and the payment of a fine to the village goddess’s temple. 

The karanavan had the legal right to punish offences within the property group 
and also those offences against caste law for which the caste held the property group 
responsible until justice had been done. Incest and murder within the lineage appear 
to have been punished by expulsion from the tarava@d by the ka@ranavan and from the 
caste by the caste assembly. In cases of grave insubordination by a junior member, the 
k@ranavan had the right to deny him maintenance or access to the ancestral house 
until he mended his behavior. 

Thus the supernatural agents of the village and the taravad primarily acted to 
force the human authorities to carry out their judicial duties. If, for example, the 
caste failed to excommunicate the saravad of an individual who had sinned against 
its religious laws, it was believed that the village goddess would strike the village with 
epidemic, flood, or some such misfortune. Similarly, if incest within the lineage went 
undetected or unpunished, the lineage ghosts and the patron goddess might cause the 
offenders to die or might bring misfortune on the ¢aravad as a whole. 

The fact that any member of the zarava@d may suffer as a result of the misdemeanors 
of any other, carries into the realm of supernatural sanctions the collective respon- 
sibility of the saravad in social and legal affairs. If a man breaks a ritual rule of the 
caste, his whole zaravad is polluted and liable for excommunication. If a death or 
birth occurs, the whole lineage is temporarily polluted and excluded from normal 
social life. At the back of these norms lies the fact that the ¢aravad is an economic 
and legal corporation. Its property is owned jointly, and the ¢aravad is responsible 
for the debts of any one member. Its male members must support each other in 
feuds against other lineages. It is not surprising that the concept of being members 
one of another in secular affairs is projected into the realm of mystical retributions. 

The points at which supernatural agents might replace, or act instead of, human 
authorities, appear to have been those where a subordinate was wronged by one who was 
himself a powerful authority and could manipulate the law. Thus lineage ghosts were 
probably particularly effective in punishing or setting to rights misdemeanors of the 
karanavan himself. I am uncertain whether, in traditional law, junior members could 
sue in court for the deposition of an erring ka@ranavan. They certainly possessed this 
right in British law, but even so, it was very difficult before 1933 to get rid of a karana- 
van. The lineage ghosts appear to have provided important sanctions against a k@rana- 
van’s misdoings, for they brought misfortune on a ¢aravad whose karanavan disgraced 
its reputation for hospitality or squandered its property. I was told that the former 
custom by which a junior member might be possessed by a ghost and voice its threats 
to the taravad added force to the complaints of young men who were cheated by 
their karanavans. The fact that only the karanavan may propitiate the lineage ghosts 
points up both his responsibility to the ghosts to ensure good conduct and prosperity 
in his zaravad, and also his responsibility to his juniors to ensure the favor of the ghosts. 

I have myself recorded no case in which lineage ghosts were believed to have actually 
prevented a crime on the part of a karanavan, as distinct from punishing one. V. K. 
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Raman Menon, however, records a legend of a mother’s brother who deliberately 
betrayed a nephew, whom he hated, to the vengeance of a lineage currently feuding 
with his own. The nephew was to have been killed by his enemies on the following 
day. But in the night his mother prayed for the return of her son’s elder brother who 
was absent in a distant land. The lineage ghosts miraculously brought home the brother 
in time to save his junior’s life. It must be remembered, moreover, that the belief 
that the deceased himself would become a lineage ghost capable of wreaking ven- 
geance probably formed a sanction against intralineage murder. 

Women are excluded from the ancestral shrine during their pollutions and may 
not enter it on the day of propitiations. The former prohibition is related to the whole 
concept of bad sacredness associated with emissions of the body, which prevents 
women from touching or eating with others or entering any sacred place during their 
pollutions. That women should be totally excluded from the shrine on days of propi- 
tiation seems also to relate to the general position of women in the society. As in most 
of the higher Hindu castes, women traditionally played a very minor role in economic 
production, for the work of production was done by the lower castes. A few women 
were scholars, and a few were even trained in arms, but the Nayars’ occupation as 
soldiers in general tended to exclude women from work outside the home. The bearing 
of children was by far the chief value of women. Correspondingly, women were 
subordinates in the legal sphere. They were throughout life under the legal guardian- 
ship of men, might not take part in public deliberations, and might not act as witnesses 
in the village court. The legal subordination of women may have been partly connected 
with their comparative lack of value in economic production, and perhaps partly, 
with the great moral authority they derived from childbearing—for female procreation 
was very highly valued and male envy of these functions was overt. The cult of lineage 
ghosts supports the correct operation of male legal authority within the taravad. 
The exclusion of women from participation in it, and their exclusion from the shrine 
on days when their procreative functions were most apparent, perhaps expresses in a 
formal manner the notion that the power which women derived from these functions 
was polar and even antipathetic to the legal and economic power of men. 

Although the lineage ghosts had only subsidiary judicial functions, their cult 
served in several ways indirectly to maintain right relationships within the taravad. 
First, a karanavan who respected and correctly propitiated his own forebears provided 
a role model of piety for his juniors in their relations with living elders. Second, the 
ghosts, as we have seen, provided some sanctions against a ka@ranavan’s ill treatment 
of his wards. Levy,’ in connection with the Chinese ancestor cult, has pointed out 
the importance of having supernatural agents to whom a human authority owes 
deference, in social units where the authority is not chosen by his subordinates and 
cannot easily be manipulated or removed by them. For the authority’s good behavior 
toward his subordinates then becomes a part of his sanctioned duty toward his own 
supernatural authorities. In the Chinese cult, which in this respect resembles the 
Brahman, the head of a family must care for his patrilineal descendants because it is 
part of his duty to the ancestors to provide happy and prosperous offspring. For 
these, by their own later ancestral offerings, will save the forebears’ spirits, and his 
own, from suffering in the life after death. In the Nayar case, the k@ranavan must 
keep his saravad in good order because if he does not do so the lineage ghosts may inflict 
suffering on all, including himself. 
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Third, the ghost cult obviously provides one explanatign for the cause of mis- 
fortunes, and offers a course of action whereby these may supposedly be allayed. 
Further, the zaravad’s collective responsibility for its misfortunes in a sense makes 
the ghosts a common threat to its members, for all may suffer from their anger. The 
ghost cult thus enhances the sense of unity and common destiny of taravad members. 

Psychological analysis. The problem of the circumstances under which cults of 
punitive ancestors arise does not seem to have been solved in culture and personality 
writing. Freud® derived all forms of fear of, and taboos relating to, the dead, from 
ambivalence felt to these kinsfolk during life. Mead® in 1930 granted a probable 
universality of ambivalence to the dead, but pointed out that whereas Western 
Europeans tend to emphasize affection and grief toward the dead and to suppress 
hostility, some societies give ceremonial emphasis to the hostility and suppress the 
expression of affection and grief. Others appear to permit an equal expression of both 
hostility and grief, and Mead thought that personal conflicts relating to the dead 
may be almost eliminated when both attitudes find ceremonial expression. She argued 
that the choice of which attitude should be uppermost in ceremonial expression was 
“a function of the civilization in which the individual lives,” but did not at that time 
attempt to relate attitudes to the dead to specific types of relationships with the living. 

Opler,” in an analysis of Chiracahua and Mescalero Apache usages relating to 
the dead, has shown that these exhibit mixed feelings of grief and hostility, and has 
derived these from ambivalence to living relatives engendered in the matrilocal 
extended family. But Opler’s analysis, convincing though it is, leaves us again with 
the problem that probably all social relations, and especially all kinship relations, 
are to some extent ambivalent. Why then do some societies express ambivalence in 
mixed attitudes to the dead, others in predominantly hostile attitudes with the 
benevolent aspects suppressed, and still others in predominantly benevolent attitudes 
with the hostile aspects suppressed? A more intricate analysis of types of ambivalence 
is required. Attempts in this direction have been made by a number of recent writers, 
notably Kardiner, Fortes, Roheim, Hsu, Mead in later writings, and Whiting and 
Child™ in a cross cultural survey of beliefs about evil spirits and demons. Building on 
the theories of these writers, I shall try to find meaningful connections between 
Nayar attitudes to lineage ghosts and their attitudes to living matrilineal kinsfolk 
of the preceding generation. 

Nayar lineage ghosts are oriented toward the living. Although Nayars state that 
good spirits go to a heaven of sensual pleasures and bad spirits to a hell of physical 
torture, they do not elaborate this belief or refer to it in connection with the cult of 
lineage ghosts. They believe that their forebears were sorry to die and are envious 
of the living. The forebears retain affection for their lands and houses and continue 
to be interested in tangible good things, particularly in food and drink. These attitudes 
appear to form part of a general this-worldly attitude among traditional Nayars. As 
a caste, their chief interests have been in land and houses, political power, and military 
exploits. They are not ritual specialists. Most Nayar men and many women were 
traditionally literate in Malayalam. Malayalam poems, dramas, and translations 
based on the great epics, the puranas and the Bhagavad Gita, brought the content of 
much Sanskrit literature to them in a comprehensible form. Nevertheless, compara- 
tively few Nayars were philosophers or scholars. Among the great majority, ascetic 
practices were oriented chiefly toward averting misfortunes in this life rather than to 
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accumulating religious merit against the life to come. With regard to their interests in 
this world, the ancestors resemble their descendants. 

Lineage ghosts are powerful beings who can help or harm the living. The effect 
which they exert on the fortunes of the living is much greater than that exerted by 
the living on their own. They can aid their descendants by preserving crops, cattle, 
houses, and children, but their punitive characteristics are those most emphasized. 
Offerings to ghosts are designed less toward seeking positive good than toward averting 
misfortune. There is no idealization of the ghosts as morally superior beings. They 
are human in their failings of envy and bad temper, and indeed, even more capricious 
than the living. They may punish wrongdoing with a degree of justice, but they do 
not look sympathetically into the hearts of propitiants, and are almost as likely to 
exact vengeance for accidental mistakes in the performance of rites as for wilful 
immorality. Nayars do not attempt to enter intimate spiritual communion with them 
or to please them by inner suffering and renunciation. Rather, the ghosts are bought 
off with gifts of food in order that their envy may be appeased. 

These attitudes to the ancestors” are, it seems, directly related to relationships 
with the senior generation among the living. A man’s relationship with his mother’s 
brother is, from childhood, one of stern discipline. All mother’s brothers have authority 
over their nephews and in traditional households may inflict corporal punishment on 
adolescents. There is a marked lack of intimacy between senior and junior men within 
the ¢aravad, and the sanction on a nephew’s good conduct is fear of punishment rather 
than fear over loss of love. Good karanavans are devoted to their juniors in a stern 
and dutiful manner. They are proud of their sarava@d as against the rest of the world, 
but they do not exhibit personal tenderness to their juniors. Power is vested in the 
senior generation; there is little feeling that a nephew could wield power over his 
uncle by withdrawing his emotional support. Great emphasis is placed on a formal 
etiquette of dignified and respectful behavior, amounting to partial avoidance, but 
neither party need feel that he loves the other in his heart. Nephews will not normally 
readily reveal hostility toward their uncles before outsiders, for they wish to preserve 
the dignity of the saravad. But they do publicly acknowledge hostility under provoca- 
tion, and more frequently accuse the uncle of aggression toward themselves. That 
hostility is a normal component of relationships with mother’s brothers is proverbial 
among Nayars. They recognize this as the reason why a formal etiquette of behavior 
is indispensable. And even in spite of the stringent rules regulating the intercourse 
of mother’s brother and sister’s son, physical aggression between them may occur. 
In spite of the supernatural sanctions against violence within the lineage, I heard 
several stories of nephews who poisoned or stabbed their mothers’ brothers. Aged 
karanavans of large taravads often complain of their loneliness. They may not behave 
intimately with their juniors and know in their hearts that they are hated and envied. 
“Indeed,” as one Nayar remarked, “in an old-fashioned taravad the position of the 
karanavan is not safe.” The office of karanavan is, of course, much coveted. Junior 
men commonly number themselves off in order of age-rank as second, third, fourth 
men, etc., and with divided feelings await the demise of those above them which 
will raise them to higher rank. The relationship between older and younger brothers, 
own or classificatory, is only slightly less stern and formal than that between mother’s 
brother and sister’s son. 

The relationship of a woman with her mother’s brother is less harsh than that 
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between males, for a woman does not offer the threat of a rival to her male superior. 
Difference of sex, however, makes this relationship even more formal than that 
between men. Women do not appear frequently in the presence of their mothers’ 
brothers. They occupy separate wings of the house, and intercourse between the 
sexes is severely restricted. Toward older brothers a woman’s relationship is restricted 
almost to the point of avoidance. If she commits a misdemeanor, especially a sexual 
one, a woman immediately fears men senior to her in the saravad. Formerly, she 
might be executed by her brothers if she had sexual relations with a lower caste man. 
In an orthodox household today, a girl who becomes pregnant by a low caste man 
will be either expelled from the house by her male seniors or, at best, will be thrashed 
and will receive much subsequent harsh treatment. 

It may be wondered why, since women are excluded from legal authority and from 
participation in the cult, ancestresses are believed capable of harming tarava@d members. 
The explanation of this, too, seems to lie in the content of relationships with the 
mother and other natal kinswomen. Women have no legal authority over their juniors. 
Indeed, the mother of a k@ranavan is herself under his jurisdiction. Women do, how- 
ever, exercise great moral authority over their children throughout their lives. In 
Cochin with duolocal residence, the care of children under about the age of five is 
almost entirely in the hands of women in a traditional zaravad. Their fathers have no 
rights over them, the karanavan is too remote a figure to concern himself with details 
of child training, and junior men of the saravad are often absent from home. A mother 
commonly treats her small children with indulgence, but is necessarily also the source 
of many frustrations, while the maternal grandmother and women of her generation 
are strict disciplinarians. 

In Kottayam, where residence was traditionally avunculocal, children were 
frequently brought up in the taravad of the father. In such households today, the 
child has an intimate, affectionate relationship with his father who undertakes a 
part of his personal care. When the father’s ka@ranavan is also the mother’s father (as 
fairly often occurs with cross-cousin marriage), he and his wife treat the child with 
indulgence. Otherwise, they tend to have only a slight relationship with him and may 
even resent his claim to temporary hospitality in their house. The mother is, in these 
circumstances, again the child’s chief mentor and disciplinarian, and he learns very 
early that his mother’s brothers, though living elsewhere, are the real authorities 
whom he must respect and to whom he will return at adolescence, as their heir. In 
both areas the reverence acquired for the mother is perpetuated throughout life. 
Her wishes and those of his elder sister take precedence over those of a man’s wife, to 
whom he has a very subsidiary attachment. The relationship with the mother is 
clearly characterized by great depth of emotion and by greater tenderness than that 
toward male seniors. Even so, it appears that in this relationship too, the emotion is 
usually consciously ambivalent. I illustrate this statement briefly with reference to the 
relationship between only one man and his mother, but it is characteristic of many. 
This Cochin Nayar, aged thirty-five, visited us stealthily in the evenings and kept 
his visits from his mother, telling her he had: business in the town. He was afraid 
she would become jealous, and angry with him for eating Christian food. She watched 
over him, upbraiding him when he spent much time in the house of his wife and chil- 
dren. He took care to be prompt for meals, and although he found her food inadequate 
he would not complain in case he appeared to slight her cookery. He had had a high 
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school education and disbelieved in much traditional Nayar ritual. Yet he once 
arranged for the performance of a sacrifice to a minor malevolent deity, Kuttichattan, 
because his mother thought that this demon had killed their calf. On this occasion 
he complained that he found her control irksome, and wished he had younger brothers 
who would care for her and allow him to travel more. “I love and fear her,” he said, 
“Sometimes I am angry with her.” “But you don’t say anything?” “Ah, no, nothing!” 
Far more than in most of the patrilineal castes of South India, therefore, a man’s 
mother remains the supreme, if somewhat resented, moral authority. There is no 
wonder that after death a woman should be believed capable of punishing her children 
and grandchildren if they displease her. 

Even so, ancestresses play only a minor part in the cult of forebears, subordinate, 
as in life, to the spirits of k@ranavans. For the cult of lineage ghosts too closely re- 
sembles everyday adult relationships in the taravad for women to be accorded a 
paramount place within it. In religion, the supreme moral authority of the mother 
finds its expression rather in the cult of the goddess Bhagavadi. Bhagavadi is lifted above 
the sphere of kinship relationships, yet as patron of the taravad and the village she is 
stated to be the supernatural counterpart of the mother. Her attributes are more awe- 
some and archaic than are those of ancestresses, and it seems probable that in her are 
portrayed very early infantile fantasies of the mother, corresponding to those of the 
period when she was the only significant object in the child’s world. She inspires 
devotion and tenderness but, in her aspect as Bhadrakdli, she is also a horrendous 
demon, having snakes for hair, talons for fingernails, fangs for teeth, brandishing 
weapons in her arms, and with her mouth dripping blood. Her oral aggression is 
emphasized, for she is a devourer of male demons who dare to oppose her power. 
Bhagavadi is the great deity of both men and women among Nayars, but she is more 
concerned with men than with women. She is the goddess of war, she possesses men 
more frequently than women, and it is men who devote themselves intensively to 
her cult. Ancestresses, on the other hand, seem to be somewhat more likely to attack 
women than men. The different relationships of men and of women to their mothers 
may be relevant in this connection. For a woman, the relationship with the mother 
is less awesome, less inspiring, more intimate and realistic but also more irksome and 
rivalrous than for a man. A woman replaces her mother in the taravad, and as she 
grows up, rivalry, including sexual rivalry, is often apparent between them. Women 
retain the right to administer corporal punishment to their daughters until adoles- 
cence or marriage, whereas men earlier pass under the discipline of their mothers’ 
brothers and appear to retain a more childlike image of the mother. Nuances in the 
cult of the ancestors and the great deities appear to reflect this differential relationship 
of men and women to the senior generation. 

In Kottayam, with avunculocal residence, fathers traditionally had a protective 
and intimate relationship with their children. It might be expected that the father’s 
ghost would figure in some way in the cult of ghosts. This is not the case. The cults 
are practically identical in Kottayam and Cochin, and although a woman and her 
immature children in Kottayam lived in the house of the woman’s husband, the 
husband’s lineage ghosts were not believed capable of affecting their welfare. This is 
apparently because, both in Kottayam and Cochin, the ancestor cult mirrors the 
legal structure and collective responsibility of the taravad, which are identical in 
the two areas. The father’s ghost has no place among the lineage ghosts because, 
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however intimately related to his children he may have been, he belongs to a different 
economic and legal corporation. In death as in life, he has no publicly supported 
authority over his children. Children do have a personalized relationship with their 
father’s spirit in Kottayam, however, which is discussed below. 

The emotional content of the relationships with lineage ghosts among the Nayars 
does not depend upon the fact that they follow matrilineal descent, although of 
course the role-structure of the cult is determined by this fact. The Iravas™ of this 
area, who are tenant cultivators of lower rank than the Nayars, have small patrilineal 
lineages and patrilocal extended families, cross-cut, traditionally, by dispersed exog- 
amous matrilineal clans. The Irava patrilineage is called a taravad and is headed by 
its senior male member as k@ranavan. The Iravas have a cult of dead patrilineal karana- 
vans almost identical in emotional and belief content with that of Nayars. So also do 
the Coorgs, a patrilineal caste of the small province east of Kottayam, well described 
by Srinivas.’ The common form of the cult and the similarity of detail in this general 
area must undoubtedly be attributed to diffusion or to a common historical origin. 
Nevertheless, the question then arises of why this cult was not diffused to all castes of 
the southwest coast, notably to the Brahmans. Conversely, we may ask why the 
Brahmanical cult of ancestors, which is quite different in form and content, did not 
entirely replace the ancestral cults of the non-Brahman castes centuries ago—for 
these castes have been exposed to Brahmanical culture probably for two thousand 
years and have in fact adopted many elements of that culture. Moreover, cults of 
punitive ancestors similar to the Nayar cult are very widespread in the world. It 
seems certain that whatever their historical origin, the reasons for the perpetuation 
of these cults must be sought in the role-structure of the kinship system and the 
emotional content of relationships with major figures of the senior generation within 
it. I would suggest that cults of predominantly punitive ancestors are likely to be 
accompanied by kinship relationships in which the senior generation retains control 
over the junior until late in life, but in which major figures of the senior generation 
are not highly idealized. It seems probable that the chief sanction against value- 
violating behavior will be fear of some tangible form of punishment, rather than 
fear over loss of love, and that although open expression of aggression toward dis- 
ciplinary figures is controlled, the aggressive component in the ambivalent relationship 
to seniors will be strong and not deeply repressed. Among Nayars and Iravas of my 
acquaintance, at all events, a man may even be conscious of his ambivalence toward 
seniors, and to the extent that he is not able fully to accept his own aggressive feelings 
he seems to project these in the belief that his superiors are even more punitive than 
they may really be. A portion of this projected aggression his culture encourages him 
to displace on the figures of lineage ghosts, who can inflict even more serious punish- 
ments than can living superiors. As is frequently the case in our own society, the 
mechanism of projection seems to be closely allied with that of introjection, which 
appears in the belief that sickness and mental derangement are caused by the entry 
of a hostile ghost into the body of the patient. 

The nature of traditional Nayar relationships to their lineage ghosts may be clarified 
by contrasting them with those of Brahmans. I choose for this purpose the Tamil 
Brahmans of Tanjore,’® with whom I am best acquainted. This caste of landowners 
and ritual specialists has patrilocal extended families and patrilineal lineages. Headship 
of the extended family does not, as among Iravas and Coorgs, pass down the line of 





458 Journal of American Folklore 


brothers and then to the junior generation. At the death of a man, his eldest son be- 
comes head of the household until all the sons are adult and can divide their property 
and move into separate homes. Within the extended family each man must have a 
son of his own, or an adopted son, who will be his heir, perform his funeral rites, and 
make offerings for his spirit after death. There is no collective cult of lineage ghosts 
as among the Nayars, Iravas and Coorgs. Each son propitiates in his own home the 
ghosts of his father and mother, paternal grandfather and grandmother, and paternal 
great-grandfather and great-grandmother. Offerings of water are made thrice daily to 
these ancestors, of water and gingelly seeds on the new moon days of each month, 
and of cooked rice balls and other objects on the anniversaries of the parents’ deaths. 
The ancestors are not thought to be interested in the material affairs of the living 
and cannot help or harm them. Offerings are not made ostensibly to propitiate them 
but to ensure their own safety in the life after death. If the deceased’s sins were not 
expiated before death it is believed that his spirit must endure terrible physical torture 
in the abode of Yama, the god of death, before proceeding to pithiru lokam, the world 
of the ancestors. The offerings strengthen the spirit if it is in hell and help it to escape 
therefrom. In any case, even a spirit already in the ancestral world can fall down into 
hell if offerings are not made by dutiful descendants. After a period in the abode of 
the ancestors the spirit is reborn, in high or low estate according to its merit or demerit 
during life and according to the degree of merit acquired for it by the piety and 
offerings of its descendants. After many rebirths and the acquisition of great merit, 
the spirit merges in the universal soul. Village Brahmans believe that the correct 
performance of ancestral ceremonies is instrumental to this end. 

These beliefs appear to be associated both with the general philosophy of the 
Brahmans and with the emotional content of their kinship relationships. The Brah- 
mans, unlike the Nayars, are ritual specialists. Their religion teaches that the pleasures 
of this world are illusory. The aim of the soul is to escape the cycle of rebirths and 
find union with the divine. Only the spirits of those who died prematurely and violently 
are believed still interested in this life. Weighed down by sin and desire, they hover 
about the site of their deaths awaiting the summons of Yama when their appropriate 
life span has passed. Such spirits may inflict sickness upon those who cross their paths, 
but the spirits of normal ancestors are not at all punitive. 

The relationship between a man and his paternal ancestors reflects the deep personal 
devotion and mutual dependence between father and son during life. From early 
childhood a son is taught that aggressive thoughts, let alone acts, toward the parents 
are gravely sinful and to be shunned. The parents are highly idealized and enveloped 
in an aura of sanctity. Children are taught that the father and the mother are the 
first gods to be worshipped. Among individual Brahmans, the expression of any form 
of aggression toward the father appears to be attended by deep guilt. Neither should 
a son permit himself the thought that his father is punitive toward him. In everyday 
etiquette the relationship is one of comparative intimacy and informality. Corporal 
punishment is very seldom inflicted, and the chief sanction against bad behavior 
seems to be not fear of punishment but extreme emotional dependence and fear of 
rejection. Individual Brahmans, on the occasion of the sickness or death of their 
parents, have exhibited to me great guilt, blaming themselves for youthful impiety, 
and fearing that the ill which has now come on their parents is the result of their own 
misdemeanor. From case histories there seems no doubt that the relationship with the 
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father is highly ambivalent; for as head of the family he is the source of many frustra- 
tions. After death, aggressive elements do seem to appear covertly in the horrifying 
picture of hell and in the fear that by failing to perform the ancestral rites correctly, 
and to live piously, the son may imperil his ancestors’ souls. But aggression against 
the parents seems to be too deeply repressed for them to be thought of, alive or dead, 
as themselves aggressive. Instead, the Brahman seems to effect a reaction formation 
against his aggression which appears in unusual concern for the ancestors’ safety, and 
in the anxious need to perform numerous rites which will ward off from them the 
punishment of the god of death. I do not mean to suggest that every Brahman handles 
aggression toward elders solely and precisely in this way, or that every Nayar handles 
the same troublesome impulses by projection. I would suggest, however, that both 
socialization and belief system encourage these different modes of handling aggression 
toward authorities, and that a change in any one of these areas would be likely to 
produce change in them all. 

A more apt contrast with the Nayar cult would be that of the Nambidiri Brah- 
mans, who live in contact with the Nayars and from whom the Nayars have derived 
many elements of their religion. Unfortunately, the religious orthodoxy of the Nam- 
biidiris prevented me from studying them intimately. The information which I 
have from Nambidiri informants and from literature’ indicates however that their 
ancestral cult is similar to that of the Tamil Brahmans. Its role structure is different, 
for in the Nambidiri patrilineal household only the eldest son may have Nambidiri 
descendants. Younger sons may have Nayar children, but these are totally excluded 
from the performance of rites for their dead fathers. Headship of the Nambidiri 
family, like that of the Irava, passes from the eldest son down the line of brothers 
and then drops to the eldest son of the junior generation. There is both a collective 
cult of dead patrilineal heads and also separate anniversary rites for individual dead. 
Both types of ritual take the Sanskritic form. If the deceased was a younger son, his 
eldest brother’s sons perform these rites. Nambidiris hold the same beliefs about 
the fate of the soul as do Tamil Brahmans and, like them, deny that the spirits of 
ancestors are punitive. The informal intimacy of behavior between men of senior 
and junior generations in the Nambidiri household is also very similar to that among 
Tamil Brahmans, and contrasts with the formal etiquette of partial avoidance between 
Nayar matrilineal kinsmen. It is somewhat extraordinary and interesting to note 
that the Nambidiri Brahmans and the Nayars, through centuries of close proximity 
and hypergamous marital unions, have retained totally different legal and emotional 
relationships within their respective unilineal units, with correspondingly different 
beliefs connected with their ancestral cults. 

Although the Nayars’ relationships with ghosts are similar in important respects to 
those with living elders, they are significantly different in others. The ghosts’ powers are 
not limited by the demands of reality, and they can magically protect and punish in 
fantastic ways in which human elders cannot. As Fortes points out for the Tallensi 
ancestors, the ghosts appear “‘as a standardized and highly elaborated picture of the 
parents as they might appear to a young child in real life—mystically omnipotent, 
capricious, vindictive, and yet beneficent.”’!” It is while a child is comparatively helpless 
that his elders appear in this form. As he grows up and gains competence, the elders 
shrink to human proportions. But in some areas of living a Nayar was traditionally 
helpless throughout life—with regard to flood and drought, many sicknesses, and 
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crop and cattle blight. These he continued to explain in terms of a childlike picture 
of powerful supernatural elders. 

It must also be noticed that although there are slight differences in the relation- 
ships of men and women to lineage ghosts, the ghosts are, in general, far more alike 
than are matrilineal elders. A man’s relation with his mother is very different from 
that with his mother’s brother, and his relations with different mother’s brothers are 
by no means uniform. Yet the ghosts are collectively regarded as both protective and 
dangerously punitive. It seems probable, therefore, that a Nayar reprojects his own 
supergo onto the standardized, institutionalized image of lineage ghosts which his 
culture provides him. For the superego, like the ghosts, is a composite of the pro- 
hibitions imposed by a number of elders. The superego is also formed in part from the 
individual’s own aggression, which he defends against by projecting it upon the gen- 
eralized parental image which he has internalized. If this view is correct, reprojection 
of the harsh superego onto ghosts in times of misfortune must serve to reduce guilt. 
For the offences which the ghosts ostensibly punish with sickness are often inadvertent 
or trivial ones, such as failure in the correct performance of rites. The astrologer’s 
diagnosis may thus permit him to focus his generalized guilt (concerning deeper, un- 
conscious aggressive impulses) upon a specific, minor lapse of duty on the part of 
himself or one of his kinsmen. He is then able to take practical steps to alleviate his 
guilt through propitiation of the supernatural agents. The Brahman’s offerings on 
behalf of his ancestors also seem to serve as an alleviation of guilt, but in a different 
manner. For instead of reprojecting his harsh superego onto ancestral figures, the 
Brahman apparently projects it wholly outside the area of human relations onto a 
vindictive god of death, whose hell he believes endangers both his own and his parents’ 
souls. He appears to alleviate his guilt through rites designed to preserve them and 
himself from this fate. 

If it is true that the Nayar reprojects his own superego upon the lineage ghosts, 
this would explain why the ghosts are so much more punitive than are living elders. 
They are thus fitting agents for the infliction of natural misfortunes, which in fact 
fall more heavily and capriciously than do the punishments of living elders. The 
fact that all members of the ¢aravad are enabled to focus projected aggression and 
guilt feelings upon the ghosts probably enhances the internal solidarity of the saravad, 
by lifting a portion of these troublesome feelings from inside to outside the group. 
The cult thus brings together in rites of propitiation these very kinsmen who (in 
one aspect of their relationship) hate each other, and forges renewed bonds of mutual 
devotion in the appeasement of beings whom all of them fear. 


FuNERALS AND ANNIVERSARIES: THE SANSKRITIC CULTS 


Although they retained the non-Sanskritic cults of ghosts, the Nayars long ago 
adopted many Brahmanical usages in connection with funerals and with rites on the 
anniversary of a death. Such usages include cremation rather than burial of the dead, 
and offerings of rice balls (aii), water, and other oblations in the days of pollution 
following a death. As among Nambiidiri Brahmans, the chief heir, at the end of the 
period of pollution, enters a period of ascetic mourning (d#ks@) for one year in Cochin 
and for forty-one days in Kottayam. At the end of this time he may dispose of the 
bones and ashes in a sacred river. He makes dali offerings to the spirit on each day of 
his mourning, and at its close, performs final offerings which unite the deceased with 
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his forebears. Thereafter he offers rice balls and other oblations in a Sraddham ceremony 
on each anniversary of the death. 

Many of these customs are of long standing among the Nayars. Barbosa’ reported 
in 1518 that Nayar royalty observed diksa@ for the dead in the same manner as Nam- 
bidiris. Sheikh Zein-ud-Deen’® recorded the custom for commoner Nayars in 1579. 
Linschoten” reported in 1598 that Nayars normally cremated their dead. Today, 
Nayar death and anniversary rites are almost identical in form with those of Nam- 
biidiris. During the period of death pollution they employ a lower matrilineal caste 
to instruct them in the rites. (In Cochin, Chidigans fulfill this function; in South 
Malabar, Attikiirssis; and in North Malabar, Marars.) The same caste assists Nambidiri 
Brahmans to prepare the ritual materials for their funerals, and has clearly trans- 
mitted the Brahmanical rites to the Nayars. Similarly, at the end of the death pollution 
on the sixteenth day, during the dtksa@ period, and on anniversary days, Nayars are 
instructed in their oblations by a priest of a degraded subcaste of Brahmans. (This 
subcaste is the Elayads in Cochin and South Malabar and the Nambidis in North 
Malabar.) A few peculiarly non-Brahmanical rites do, however, survive. In Kottayam, 
poorer Nayars among commoners customarily bury their dead.** In both areas those 
who burn the dead bury the bones and ashes in a pot under a jack-fruit tree outside the 
ancestral house near the ancestor shrine. Some leave the bones there permanently 
and consider that the ghost remains near the bones and the ancestral house. Others 
dig up the bones after the period of mourning, dispose of half of them in a sacred 
river, and return the other half to the grave. The bones of k@ranavans are sometimes 
placed on an open platform under a jack-fruit tree, to which food offerings are made 
on days of propitiation. Other rites spring from the Nayar view that the ghost requires 
appeasement rather than mere assistance to another world. Brahmans, for example, 
pour holy water into the mouth of a dying man to purify him for entry into the world 
of ancestors. Old-fashioned Nayars offer rice gruel as a last act of appeasement. 

Even the Sanskritic rites are in fact so adapted to Nayar requirements that they 
carry a quite different emphasis of meaning from that associated with them by Brah- 
mans. First, the role-structure of the rites is, of course, completely adapted to the 
descent system. A Nambidiri deceased’s chief mourner is his or her eldest son, or, 
if there is no Nambidiri son, the eldest brother’s son. A Nayar woman’s chief mourner 
is her eldest son; that of a man, the man next junior to him in the property group. 
But all males of the saravad junior to the deceased make subsidiary dali offerings to 
him in the period of pollution. Brahman spouses observe mourning and death pollution 
for each other. Nayar spouses traditionally observe no mourning or pollution for each 
other, for they belong to different sarav@ds and have no mutual legal obligations. 
If a Nayar dies in a wife’s house, his body must traditionally be returned to his taravad 
for cremation. Shortly before or after the death of her husband, a woman goes to 
view his body for the last time. She is then ceremonially conducted out of the house 
on the north side—the side opposite to that from which the god of death arrives. 
She is returned to her natal home, and after this she may never reenter her dead 
husband’s house. In Cochin, where men traditionally had no obligations to their 
children, a child did not observe death pollution for his genitor. But in North Malabar, 
where children have an intimate relationship with the father in avunculocal residence 
during childhood, a man’s sons make offerings for him during death pollution, and 
the eldest son is second-in-command to the chief mourner at the cremation. The 
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eldest son also traditionally observed diksa for his father along with the matrilineal heir. 

Age-rank within the sarava@d finds expression in the rites. Among Nambidiri 
Brahmans, if an unmarried but initiated boy dies, his father may perform his funeral 
and anniversary rites. For the souls of father and son are dependent upon one another 
for salvation. But among Nayars, a man may not take part in funeral rites for one 
junior to him in the ¢aravad, for respect toward juniors is inappropriate. A Nayar 
who dies leaving no junior old enough to act as chief mourner is therefore buried 
without ceremony and no rites are performed for his ghost. 

Nayars have adopted the Brahmanical belief that funeral and anniversary rites 
assist the spirit in its passage to another world, and that immersion of the ashes in 
sacred water affords it peace. Like the Brahmans, they acknowledge the theory of 
rebirth, and hold that a spirit which is correctly propitiated after death is likely to 
be eventually reborn in a high estate. As in the case of the Brahmans, the theory of 
karma provides the Nayars with a moral rationale for their high position in the caste 
system, and it is chiefly in this connection that I have heard it quoted. It is difficult to 
discover how old are Sanskritic beliefs concerning the soul among Nayars, and they 
are not uniform at the present day. Most Nayars use the word pretam to refer to the 
ghost or the soul in all contexts. This is a Sanskrit word (preta) for a malevolent 
ghost, but it is used by Nambidiri Brahmans only for alien malevolent ghosts. A 
few Nayars stated that that aspect of the soul which is reborn is the 4tma. This Sanskrit 
word is used by Brahmans for the soul in connection with rebirth and with union 
with the universal soul, called paramatma. The a@tmda, these Nayar informants say, 
is neither malevolent nor beneficent. It cannot be understood by ordinary people 
and is a subject for philosophers. The pretam, by contrast, is the punitive ghost of 
an ancestor or of one who died violently. It can be only too easily understood even 
by the ignorant and does not require deep study. This belief in two souls, or in a soul 
and a ghost, may be modern, for it was given by only a few younger informants. 

At all events, the Sanskritic rites of death are customarily adapted by Nayars to 
belief in a malevolent pretam, for at every step fear of the pretam is referred to. Whereas 
Brahmans perform the rites ostensibly in order that the soul may be at peace, Nayars 
have traditionally performed them in active fear of the ghost’s retaliation should its 
comfort not be ensured. During the days of pollution, Nayars offer rice balls before 
a palmyra stem set up in the yard before the ancestral house. The pretam of the deceased 
is believed to enter this stem, and it is believed that it will attack the saravad with 
further death or with sickness if the offerings are not satisfactorily performed. During 
the offerings each Nayar propitiant in turn wears round his waist a piece of cloth 
torn from the wrapper of the corpse in order to associate himself with the spirit. 
But inside this cloth Nayars also tuck a knife, blade uppermost, to ward off the spirit’s 
attack. After the offerings are made, both Brahmans and Nayars clap their wet hands 
to summon crows to eat the rice balls. If the crows do not come, it is believed that the 
spirit has not received the offering. This may then be repeated on the advice of the 
astrologer. In Tanjore, Brahmans seemed to regret the miscarriage of the offering 
only for the sake of the spirit. But Nayars regard it as an extremely evil omen, and 
fear the ghost’s retaliation in the form of a second death within the saravad. The 
Brahmanical ceremonies themselves contain rites of segregation from the deceased 
which are susceptible to the interpretation that those who perform them wish to be 
rid of him. Such, for example, is the rite of dashing a pot of water at the head end of 
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the pyre toward the close of the cremation, and the disposal of the bones and ashes 
in a river far from the ancestral house. But among my Brahman informants in Tanjore 
these rites were carried out without explanation, and hostility to the dead seemed to 
find no conscious expression. Nayars performed the same rites in full consciousness 
of fear and hostility to the ghost. Even at the end of the diksa period when the chief 
mourner has deposited the ashes in a river, Nayars believe that Bhairava and Kala, 
messengers of the god of death, dog the mourner’s footsteps back to his ancestral 
house. He is out of danger from them only after performing final offerings in the house 
which gather the ghost to its forebears and thus appease its wrath. Nayars, like Brah- 
mans, express grief at a death and engage in ceremonial weeping, although neither 
caste weeps with the loud vehemence characteristic of the lower polluting castes. But 
whereas Brahmans give full expression to grief and guilt, suppressing the hostile 
aspect of their ambivalence, Nayars perform the same rites in consciousness both of 
grief and of hostile fear of the dead. 

The traditional Nayar rites and beliefs illustrate the common phenomenon of 
elements of symbolic culture being diffused from one group to another and endowed 
with a new emotional content and meaning in accordance with the needs of the 
receiving group. The Nayars presumably adopted Brahmanical death rites centuries 
ago because of the prestige associated with certain distinctive customs of the highest 
group in the caste society. The extensive contact with Brahmans afforded to them by 
hypergamous marital unions gave them an unusual exposure to Sanskrit culture. 
But through centuries of exposure to Brahmanical custom the Nayars retained such 
characteristically “low caste” features as animal sacrifice to punitive deities, religious 
possession, and propitiation of punitive lineage ghosts. I would argue that the Nayars 
and lower castes retained these customs because the emotional dispositions engendered 
by their occupations and social relations—in particular, their ways of handling aggres- 
sion and relationships to authorities—are different from those of Brahmans. Pre- 
sumably also the Nayars adapted the Sanskritic death rites to their own role structure 
and belief system, because these grew out of and served to uphold norms of relationships 
within the ¢aravad. 


Tue Cutts or ALIEN GHosTs 


In addition to lineage ghosts, Nayars believe that the spirits of persons of any 
caste who died prematurely from epidemic, accident, murder, or suicide can bring 
misfortune to the living. Such ghosts, which I call alien ghosts, haunt the neighborhood 
where they died and are particularly malevolent. The misfortunes they inflict include 
many kinds of sickness; madness, female barrenness, cattle deaths, house fires, or 
poltergeist activities. Like lineage ghosts, most alien ghosts are called pretams. In 
Cochin, the Sanskrit word pisaca is sometimes used to distinguish them from lineage 
ghosts. In Kottayam, there is an elaborate cult of certain particularly important 
ghosts, which are called seyyams (a corruption of the Sanskrit word deva ‘god’). 

In Cochin, one or more alien ghosts is sometimes attached to a Nayar taravad, 
whose members are obliged to arrange for its regular propitiation. The ghost may be 
that of a person who is known to have died violently, within living memory, on the 
taravad’s land. Alternatively, when a misfortune occurs in a household, the astrologer 
may newly discover that the ghost of some such person, long dead, is haunting the 
aravad’s land. He may order a shrine to be built and propitiations to be made. Shrines 
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to alien ghosts are built in the garden of the saravad house. They are propitiated annually 
or in emergency, usually with a cock sacrifice and an offering of toddy. Such alien 
ghosts are of a lineage other than that of the hosts and are usually of different caste. 
If a member of the saravad dies violently, his successors take care of his ghost in the 
course of their ancestral propitiations and do not commonly build a special shrine 
for it in their garden. They may fear such a ghost more than they fear the ghosts 
of forebears who died naturally, but they will not speak of this to outsiders. Rather, 
they are likely to deny to others that violent deaths have taken place in their lineage 
in the past, particularly if the deceased was a suicide or was executed in punishment 
for a crime. Such a ghost may however be regarded as a source of misfortunes by a 
Nayar household of another lineage or by a household of one of the lower castes, 
expecially it the deceased died on its land or was in some way connected with it. 
It is then enshrined as an alien ghost in the garden of this house. 

Most commonly, an alien ghost housed in a Nayar garden is that of a former serf 
of the property group, of one of the “exterior” agricultural laboring castes of Pulayans, 
Parayans or Panans. The legends of such ghosts are nowadays often forgotten, but 
several Nayars told me that they are likely to be the ghosts of serfs who died after a 
quarrel with their masters or who were actually killed by them. The ghost is hostile 
to the saravad as a group and demands regular sacrifices if misfortune is to be averted. 
It is more hostile and capricious than are lineage ghosts, although it can also afford a 
certain vague protection to the zaravad if it is correctly propitiated. Propitiations 
are made annually by a person of the ghost’s own caste, often a Parayan or Pulayan 
of a family now serving the Nayar property group. The propitiant’s fee and the 
materials for the offering are provided by the saravad. 

An alien ghost tends to be angered by persons who walk near its shrine at times 
other than those of propitiations. Some ghosts are angered only if people approach 
them round midnight or midday. At night, however, ghosts are able to wander some 
distance away from their shrines, so that it is possible to approach and offend them 
without being conscious of trespassing. In case of sickness or misfortune, the astrologer 
may diagnose that someone of the sarav@d has unwittingly offended the ghost and 
may order an emergency offering. After he has made the sacrifice, the low caste 
propitiant is likely to become possessed by the ghost and, while in a state of frenzy, 
to declare its satisfaction or to order further offerings. He may also take the opportunity 
to voice any grievances harbored by the taravad’s low caste servants against its karana- 
van. 

A ghost of this kind may occasionally harm someone from outside its hosts’ taravad 
who walks on their land at night. It could also harm its low caste propitiant if he failed 
in the correct performance of the rites. Usually, however, its attacks are confined to 
its hosts. 

The ghost of such a hostile servant is to be distinguished from that of a servant 
who died heroically and voluntarily in the service of his Nayar masters. Many Nayar 
taravads have legends of faithful serfs who died defending their masters’ house during 
war, saved the lives of women and children, rescued their patrons from accidental 
death, or committed suicide in grief when a Nayar patron had been killed. After 
death the ghosts of these servants are housed along with the ¢aravaa’s lineage ghosts 
and are honored in ancestral propitiations. Nayars point out that their heroism even 
makes the difference of caste irrelevant, for food is offered to them before it is offered 
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to lineage ghosts who were junior to them in age. The living of the saravad themselves 
make offerings to them and do them obeisance, whereas the ghosts of hostile serfs are 
especially polluting and malevolent and can be propitiated only by persons of their 
own caste. 

Even so, the ghost of such a lower caste person who is honored for heroism by 
the saravad of his masters may, if he died violently, be feared as an alien ghost by 
other saravads. In Kottayam in the eighteenth century, for example, there lived a 
certain Nayar village headman who had as his servant a man of the Tiyyar caste of 
cultivators. During the invasions of Malabar by the Mysorean Muslim general, Tippu 
Sultan, in the 1780's, the Nayar’s taravad was threatened with conquest and forcible 
conversion to Islam. Having sent the women and children of his house into hiding, 
the k@ranavan prayed before his lineage’s patron goddess until the Muslims were at 
his gates. He then persuaded his Tiyyar servant to kill him, being unwilling to face 
the disgrace of circumcision at the hands of the Muslims. Having slain his master, 
the servant hid himself in an outhouse of the ¢aravad. In the night he went forth 
and attacked the Muslims single-handed, killing several of them to avenge his master, 
before he was himself put to death. The ghost of this servant is now propitiated along 
with the lineage ghosts of his master’s saravad. It is also, however, propitiated as an 
alien ghost by several other saravads in the neighborhood. 

Occasionally, malevolent alien ghosts are those of Nayars who died violently, 
often in expiation of some crime. They may have committed suicide after being 
outcaste for contravention of religious laws, or in the case of a woman, may have been 
killed by their matrilineal kinsmen after cohabiting with low caste men. A woman 
called Kadangott Makkam, also of Kottayam, became a ghost in this way. According 
to legend, she was suspected by her sister-in-law of having sexual relations with an 
Oilmonger. Her brothers banished her from the saravad. She was agonized at the 
thought of leaving her children, and drowned them in the taravad’s well. Her karanavan 
and brothers were then obliged to stab her to death—the customary penalty for 
fornication outside the caste, and perhaps, also, for murder within the tarava@d. She 
became an alien ghost particularly liable to prevent women from bearing children, 
and is established in the gardens of several local taravads. 

Such alien ghosts, although Nayar, are also propitiated by an officiant of the lower 
caste. The propitiant is usually from some caste which specializes in exorcism and 
counter-magic, such as Mannans (washermen), Kanisans (astrologers, who in any 
case diagnose the misfortune and advise the propitiation) or Panans (umbrella-makers, 
exorcists and agricultural workers). The mode of propitiation is the same as in the 
case of a low caste ghost. 

Finally, an alien ghost is occasionally that of a Brahman who died violently. 
Brahman ghosts, or Brahmaraksas, unlike all other ghosts, must be propitiated with 
vegetarian offerings by a Brahman priest hired for the purpose. But Brahman priests, 
unlike low caste officiants, never enter a state of voluntary possession by ghosts. 
Religious possession is particularly a low caste institution. It is not practiced by 
Brahmans, and when found among Nayars, it is practiced by young men, women, 
and other persons who lack secular power. Brahmans do not need to become possessed 
by their ghosts and deities, for they have the power to demand whatever offerings 
and fees they require. Low caste propitiants need the authority of a supernatural 
agent in order to make demands on their high caste masters. 
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No clear distinction is made between alien ghosts and minor malevolent deities, 
or demons, which are also sometimes called pretams in Cochin. Some demons are found 
throughout Malabar. Chief of these is Kuttichattan, a spirit capable of all kinds of 
poltergeist activities. Sometimes, on the advice of an astrologer, a taravad privately 
sets up a shrine to Kuttichattan and arranges for his annual propitiation by a low caste 
person in the same manner as an alien ghost. Often, indeed, local myths of particular 
Kuttichattans suggest that they have been derived from alien ghosts, whose legends 
became fancifully embroidered with miraculous elements. The story of one Kutti- 
chattan, in this case enshrined in a Nambidiri Brahman garden and propitiated by a 
washerman, will illustrate this process. The god was said to have been born from a 
sacrificial fire during ancestral ceremonies in a Brahman house. The Brahman house- 
owner brought him up, and when he was adult sent him to graze cattle as a serf. 
One day the Brahman’s red-horned bull was missing, and the serf admitted that he 
had killed and eaten it. The Brahman tied him to the rafters.of the cowshed and had 
him beaten to the point of death. Afterwards, the serf turned into a Kuttichattan and 
disappeared, but hovered above the Nambiidiri household bringing misfortune 
until a shrine was set up for him. Educated Nayar informants surmised that the spirit 
had originally been that of an executed serf, later glorified by his propitiants as Kutti- 
chattan. Similarly, Kadangott Makkam, whose story was related above, is spoken 
of as a form of Bhagavadi in some taravads where she is propitiated. 

I have so far mentioned the kinds of alien ghosts which may be attached to individual 
taravads in Cochin. In fact, however, cults of spirits and deities of the village are 
grander and more numerous in Cochin than are those of the taravad. This parallels 
the fact that the Cochin village was traditionally highly centralized as a unit of local 
government. In this area, the temple of the village goddess Bhagavadi is managed 
either by a Nayar village headman’s lineage or collectively by a village community of 
commoner Nayars. Only the Nayars and castes above them might traditionally 
enter the temple, but all castes owed allegiance to the deity and took part in her 
annual festival. The lowest castes of former serfs, and some other polluting castes 
such as washermen, took part in the festival through the medium of one or more 
minor malevolent deities or particularly important local ghosts which occupied small 
shrines at a distance from the main temple. Such spirits were thought of as servants 
of the goddess, and at her will could “‘sow the seeds” of smallpox or other misfortunes 
in the village. To avert such misfortune not only must the Nayars and other high 
castes propitiate the goddess herself, but the lower castes must also assemble, bringing 
imitation bullocks and horses—the vehicles of the deity’s demon servants—and make 
offerings to these demons. Selected persons from these lower castes became possessed 
by the village ghosts or demons and, in masked dances, made oracular pronouncements 
both to their own and the higher castes. During the festival, and for several weeks 
before it, Nayar households must also entertain these shamans privately in the court- 
yards of their houses and make gifts of grain to them which warded off the demons’ 
wrath. 

In Kottayam, the village was traditionally less centralized. Each Nayar taravad 
was an independent landowning body owing only tenuous allegiance to a chief. Cults 
of deities and ghosts associated with particular saravads are therefore more prominent 
than are those of village temples, and it is in the former rather than the latter that 
ritual cooperation between high and low castes is most prominent. Whereas a Cochin 
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taravad may enshrine only one or two alien ghosts particularly associated with it 
leaving the majority of local ghosts to be propitiated at the central village temple» 
a wealthy Nayar taravad in Kottayam builds shrines in its garden for six or eight 
alien ghosts and finances elaborate propitiations on their behalf. Such spirits are in 
Kottayam called teyyams. As in Cochin, the spirits are often the ghosts of Nayar or 
low caste persons who died violent deaths—for example, girls who died violently 
before marriage, women excommunicated or executed for sexual offences, persons 
killed by lightning, servants executed by their masters, or warriors who died in battle. 
Usually, miraculous elements are interwoven into their legends. Sometimes, they 
become merged with common minor deities such as Vettakkorumagan, Kandha- 
karanan, or some species of Bhagavadi. In a few cases, they have become associated 
with some episode from the puranic myths and their human origin is lost sight of. 
As in the village temple rites of Cochin, these ghosts in Kottayam are propitiated, 
on behalf of the Nayar saravad, by selected persons from the lower castes. These are 
chiefly Vannans (washermen) and Malayans (exorcists).” Annually, the propitiants 
assemble in the Nayar courtyard and recite the myths of origin of their spirits. Later, 
they make and receive blood sacrifices to the spirits, and finally, while possessed by 
them, perform spectacular masked dances and declare the spirits’ satisfaction to an 
assembled company of many castes. These festivals take place throughout the whole 
of several nights in the month of January to February and draw vast crowds from the 
surrounding neighborhood.* 

I have so far dealt with modes of propitiation of, and possession by, alien ghosts. 
In addition, both in Cochin and Kottyam, Nayars believe that certain persons can, 
through appropriate rites and spells, gain private control over alien ghosts and minor 
deities and engage in witchcraft or sorcery through their power. In what I call witch- 
craft,** the individual uses the power of his patron spirit in order to take the form of a 
bull, dog, jackal, or other animal. In this form he touches his foe in the night, causing 
him to fall ill with fever, to become insane, or even to die. Witches always belong to 
one of the lowest castes of Parayans, Pulayans, Panans or (in Kottayam) Malayans. 
They usually attack persons of Nayar or other high caste whom they themselves hate. 
Occasionally, however, a normal person of any caste, even a Nayar, may hire a witch 
to attack a personal enemy. 

A sorcerer performs rites and recites spells to an alien ghost or minor deity over 
which he has control and causes it to pass magically into the body of an enemy, thus 
bringing about fever, miscarriages in women, insanity or death. Sorcerers can also 
bring about the deaths of cattle. Nayars attribute sorcery chiefly to lower caste 
persons. For whereas the Nayars predominantly worship Bhagavadi and certain 
Sanskrit deities, the castes below Nayars specialize in the propitiation of evil ghosts 
and minor deities, and it is solely with these lower supernatural beings that witchcraft 
and sorcery are associated. Washermen, astrologers and umbrellamakers, who specialize 
in exorcising ghosts from the bodies of patients, are particularly suspected by Nayars 
of themselves engaging in sorcery. Nayars do, however, occasionally suspect Nayars 
of other lineages, particularly affines with whom they have quarreled, of practicing 
sorcery or of hiring low caste witches or sorcerers to attack them. 

Witchcraft does not usually require the diagnosis of an astrologer. A Nayar of 
nervous disposition simply suspects that a low caste man has bewitched him if he 
falls ill after encountering an animal in the night. Sorcery is usually diagnosed by an 
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astrologer, who, however, normally leaves his patient to guess which of his enemies 
has injured him. Public accusations of witchcraft and sorcery are theoretically not 
permitted, although Nayars have been known to take the law into their own hands and 
inflict beatings on Panans and Parayans whom they believed to have attacked them 
through witchcraft. Normally, sickness resulting from possession by a ghost or demon 
as a result of witchcraft or sorcery is counteracted by exorcism. Local specialists of 
the castes of washermen, astrologers or umbrellamakers are hired to attend at the 
patient’s house. There they make sacrifices to patron spirits whom they themselves 
control. Later, they voluntarily become possessed by these spirits and perform frenzied 
dances in hideous masks before the patient, calling upon the alien malevolent spirit 
to leave him. The patient usually goes into a hysterical fit, after which the sickness 
may subside. Exorcism by masked dancing of this kind is known as kdlam tullal. 
Any form of rites or spells to control ghosts or minor deities, whether evil or beneficent, 
is covered by the general term mantravadam. 


ANALYSIS 


The analysis of beliefs and practices centering about alien ghosts involves the 
following questions: 1) Why are alien ghosts appropriate objects of fear? 2) How do 
these fears fit into the general pattern of Nayar handling of aggression? 3) What 
psychic and social functions are fulfilled by the institutions surrounding alien ghosts? 
The answers to these questions will relate the alien ghost patterns to the functioning 
of the local community and its subgroups, and to the expressive needs of individuals. 

Alien ghosts as objects of fear. Alien ghosts are individuals who suffered unusual or 
premature death. People expect them to be especially malevolent. This expectation 
is based on their presumed envy of the living, and in some instances on the fact that, 
having found death through violence and hatred, they can be expected to continue 
to be violent and hateful. Hence they are appropriate targets of fear. 

Alien ghosts are the focus of more violent fears and hatreds than are the ghosts of 
matrilineal forebears, for they can be even more capricious and wantonly punitive. 
As we have seen, Nayars do express a limited amount of aggression against lineage 
ghosts, and I have suggested that this is because their aggression training is not so 
strict as to prevent them from acknowledging to themselves some degree of hostility 
toward living matrilineal elders. Their projected aggression toward lineage ghosts, 
however, is constrained—like their aggression toward living elders. These ghosts, 
although punitive, are more protective than alien ghosts. 

Alien ghosts are congenial objects for more violent aggression and fear, precisely 
because they are alien. They are securely outside the individual’s most significant set 
of personal relations—those of the lineage. Even Brahmans, whose aggression training 
is so severe that they are unable to acknowledge hostility between themselves and 
their own ancestral ghosts, express fear and hatred of alien ghosts. 

I assume that the fear and hostility which is directed at alien ghosts really has its 
source elsewhere. My reason for this assumption is that, although the fact that they 
died unnaturally provides a plausible reason why alien ghosts should be thought of as 
generally hostile, there is in most cases no ostensible reason in the individual’s own 
personal relationships to alien ghosts which would account for their being chosen as 
the targets of hatred and fear. Presumably, if we follow psychoanalytic theory, the 
ultimate sources of these fears lie in familial relationships. This would seem reasonable 
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in the Nayar case, for in spite of the institution of lineage ghosts there are serious 
limitations on the expression of aggression within the matrilineage. It is therefore 
logical to hypothesize that a residuum of unexpressed aggression is displaced outside 
the lineage toward outgroups and toward supernatural agents which represent these 
groups. However, there are also, as we shall see, realistic reasons, issuing from the 
political and economic structures, why individuals should feel aggressive toward 
outgroups of various categories. It seems probable that the institutions surrounding 
alien ghosts absorb some of these aggressions as well. 

Alien ghosts in the general context of Nayar handling of aggression. The role-structure 
of alien ghost cults is that of the wider community, and to understand them we must 
see how they are interwoven with political and economic relationships between 
lineages and between castes. For political and economic factors limit both the form 
and the direction which the expression of aggression can legitimately take in these 
various relationships. 

Within the lineage, as I have suggested, the Nayars’ aggression training permits 
them to acknowledge to themselves a certain degree of hostility in their relations 
with matrilineal kin. It does not, however, permit physical aggression between matri- 
lineal kin, nor does it permit the expression of projected aggression in the form of 
accusations of witchcraft or sorcery between matrilineal kin. For the tarav@d is the 
smallest corporate unit in Nayar society. Its members are bound by the closest ties 
of economic cooperation. They must present a united front to the world, and such 
forms of aggression would be incompatible with the smooth functioning of their 
group. A degree of aggression can, however, be safely projected outside the taravad 
on to lineage ghosts, whose cult, as we have seen, actually strengthens the solidary 
bonds between living matrilineal kin. 

Turning to wider relationships within the Nayar caste, we must note that the 
political organization traditionally permitted the open expression of organized physical 
aggression against peers outside the lineage, in controlled feuds between lineages 
of the same village, villages of the same chiefdom, and chiefdoms of the same kingdom, 
and in warfare between kingdoms. Such physical aggression within the caste was 
possible because the internal organization of the caste was segmentary. Conflicts 
within it therefore balanced each other. Lineages opposed each other within the 
village but combined against other villages. Villages opposed each other within the 
chiefdom but combined against other chiefdoms. Chiefdoms opposed each other 
within the kingdom but combined against other kingdoms in war. 

In this system, the most severe limits on intersegment conflict were those on feuds 
within a village. Such feuds arose in response to grave disputes—often, it appears, 
involving charges against a Nayar woman of immorality with a low caste man. But, 
particularly in Cochin, these feuds were of short duration. They were controlled and 
curtailed by the authority of village headman and district chief. Hence interlineage 
disputes were limited in their mode of expression. Moreover, it was possible for 
individuals of different lineages to quarrel, yet to be unable to persuade their karanavans 
and the rest of their lineages to enter a feud with them. It is here that suspicions of 
sorcery came into play, chiefly through beliefs in the use of hired sorcerers who con- 
trolled alien ghosts. Affines were particularly suspect, for, outside the lineage, affines 
were the persons with whom one had closest relationships and with whom disputes 
could most easily arise. If, for example, a k@ranavan seemed particularly fond of a 
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wife, his matrilineal juniors were believed to be especially likely to hire sorcerers to 
harm her. For they would fear that their k@ranavan might secretly convey to his wife 
gifts and cash which belonged to his taravad. Yet without their ka@ranavan’s support 
they would be unable to enter an open group conflict with the saravad of his wife. 
The belief that affines might practice sorcery, and the existence of ritual remedies 
against such attacks, therefore provided for the expression of projected aggression 
against persons of other lineages within the caste. I do not know whether Nayars did, 
in fact, hire sorcerers to harm their affines, or merely suspected this of others, but it 
seems very probable that they did. If so, sorcery also provided a covert mode for the 
expression of direct aggression outside the lineage too. It must be noticed that although, 
in the case cited, these hostilities arose as much in the conflict of interests between the 
k@ranavan and his matrilineal kin as between the ka@ranavan's wife and her husband's 
taravad, their institutionalized expression was not allowed to disrupt the saravad. 
For the karanavan’s matrilineal kin could not practice, and could not be suspected of 
practicing, sorcery against the karanavan himself. Instead, members of the karanavan's 
lineage were believed to move (and probably did move) against his wife's lineage 
as a group, thus endangering the solidarity of the marriage but indirectly promoting 
unity within each lineage. 

Turning to the relations between castes, it is obvious that as endogamous groups 
of different rank, occupation and wealth, castes were in many contexts outgroups to 
each other whose interests Were opposed. As landlords and noncultivating tenants, 
the Brahmans and Nayars wished to exploit the lower castes for their labor; conversely, 
the lower castes wished to obtain as much compensation as possible from the higher 
castes. In these circumstances there was great realistic potential for hostility between 
castes, quite apart from the fact that the internal unity of each caste probably required 
the displacement of considerable additional aggression toward outgroups in other 
castes. Organized physical aggression between castes was, however, not feasible. 
For castes were economically and politically interdependent and linked by hereditary, 
interhousehold service ties. The lower castes could not rise up against the higher 
castes who employed them and held political power, and the higher castes could not 
wantonly harrass the lower castes on whom they depended for services. Instead, it 
was in the relations between castes that the institutions of witchcraft and sorcery 
were most prominent. The general tendency was for the Nayars to accuse the lower 
castes of these evils. This is understandable, for the Nayars with their wealth and 
authority had particular reason to suspect the lower castes of envy and hidden hatred. 
This generalized projection of aggression toward the lower castes served to enhance 
the internal unity of the Nayar caste. At the same time, the open expression of aggres- 
sion against particular low caste persons was institutionally controlled. For the astrologer 
did not customarily name his client’s enemy, and even if the Nayar had his own sus- 
picions, open accusations of witchcraft and sorcery were not permitted. 

The lower castes were considered peculiarly appropriate propitiants for alien 
ghosts, and only low caste people could voluntarily undergo possession by them. 
This suggests that the Nayar fear of direct attack from an alien ghost, like the fear of 
witchcraft and sorcery, expressed in a disguised manner the Nayars’ projected aggres- 
sion against the lower castes. The association between lower castes and alien ghosts 
was, for Nayars, indeed appropriate, for both were ritually polluting. Among Nayars, 
the corpses of persons who die violently or from epidemic are unusually polluting and 
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their ghosts unusually dangerous. Instead of being burned by their matrilineal kin, 
the corpses of these persons are buried hastily by men of the washermen’s caste—a 
caste particularly associated with demon propitiation and voluntary ghost possession. 
The spirits of these victims become alien ghosts. In their anger they may possess and 
cause injury to persons of any caste in their community. But only the lower castes 
can induce shamanistic possession by them, and it is chiefly (some say only) the lower 
castes who can control them to work good or ill. Appropriately, Nayars believe that 
low caste witches perform additional rites connected with highly polluting objects 
and places in order to enhance their evil power. Witches, for example, are believed to 
procure a magical substance by abstracting the foetus from the body of a pregnant 
woman and boiling it in a cremation ground, to the accompaniment of spells to a 
favorite ghost or patron demon. . 

There is, however, a qualitative difference between the Nayar fear of direct 
attack from an alien ghost and the fear of witchcraft or sorcery. An element of morality 
enters into the former fear, even though alien ghosts are more wanton and capricious 
than lineage ghosts. Although they are malevolent and hateful, alien ghosts must, 
like lineage ghosts, be respected and propitiated, and there is a feeling that they have 
the right to be as they are. When they are associated with regular cults of the taravad 
and the village, moreover, alien ghosts can also afford some vague measure of protection 
from misfortune to those Nayars who conscientiously arrange for their propitiation. 
It follows, therefore, that the alien ghost attached to a taravad or a village temple 
acts in some measure as a kind of conscience for the Nayar in his relations with low 
caste people. For a Nayar taravad which arranges grand festivals for its alien ghosts, 
lavishing gifts on the low caste officiants who propitiate them and represent them as 
oracles, is also likely to be a taravad which has good relations with its lower caste 
servants in all contexts of living. In the case of the Nayar relation to alien ghosts of 
his zaravad and his village, as in the case of his relation to lineage ghosts, the concept of 
reprojection of the superego may therefore be appropriate, as well as that of the 
simple projection of aggressive id impulses. For while there seems no doubt that the 
Nayar projects on to alien ghosts some of the aggression which he has toward the lower 
castes, just as he projects onto lineage ghosts some of the aggression he feels toward 
matrilineal elders, these ghosts act also as stern monitors of his conduct in relationships, 
respectively, with the lower castes and with matrilineal kin. 

The situation is somewhat different with regard to beliefs in witchcraft and sorcery. 
It is true that a Nayar who has recently wronged an untouchable or an affine may be 
one most likely to suspect untouchables or affines of attacks by sorcery. But he does 
not—at least openly—phrase the attack in terms of justifiable retaliation for his own 
wrongdoing. Instead, he speaks of some anonymous affine or low caste person who, 
out of his own envy and wickedness, has used his evil power over a patron ghost in 
order to harm an innocent person. Nor does the Nayar respond to the attacks of witches 
and sorcerers by humble propitiation of the possessing demon. Instead he engages a 
low caste practitioner of his own to exorcise the demon with the help of a superior 
ghostly power. Thus, while both the belief in sorcery and the public cults of alien 
ghosts probably reveal, indirectly, the projection of Nayar aggression against out- 
groups, they operate in different social contexts. Witchcraft and sorcery are regarded, 
by Nayars who are the recipients of these attacks, as the evil work of envious persons 
against those more successful than themselves. They are seen as covert substitutes for 
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forms of direct aggression which would be condemned by law. I am uncertain whether 
low caste people actually practice sorcery, but it seems very probable that they do. 
If they do, it is also very probable that they regard their actions as forms of retaliation 
which are morally justifiable, although outside the framework of the law. By contrast, 
alien ghosts institutionally attached to the taravad and the village have the support 
of all right-minded persons and are more comparable to institutionalized secular 
authorities. For they are concerned with the overall maintenance of interdependent 
and harmonious relations between castes of the community, and their cults are a 
public, collective acknowledgement of the need for these relationships. 

A complete analysis of alien ghost cults would, of course, require full discussion 
of their role in the lives of the lower castes themselves. I lack space here for such a 
discussion but will make one or two relevant points. In each of these lower castes 
there were cults of familial ghosts. These, though less elaborate than the Nayar cult 
of lineage ghosts, fulfilled similar intrafamilial functions. Some lower caste households 
also erected one or more unhewn stones in their gardens which were believed to 
enshrine male or female alien ghosts or minor deities. These spirits seem to have fulfilled, 
for the household itself, similar functions to those of the dharma devi of a Nayar 
taravad. They were propitiated by the low caste householder. Nayars believed that a 
low caste man could also control such a household spirit, or some personal spirit over 
which he had gained individual sway, to bring harm on an enemy through sorcery. 
Lower caste persons certainly believed that some members of their castes possessed 
these powers, and it seems probable that some persons did try to employ them. House- 
hold or personal spirits could also be used by powerful owners to exorcise other harmful 
spirits from the bodies of high or low caste people suffering from attacks by sorcery. 

The Nayar’s relationship to these lower castes was therefore one of secular authority 
combined with some ability to oppress them in the economic and political spheres. 
In addition, the Nayar projected his aggression against them in the belief that they 
might harm him through witchcraft or sorcery. The lower caste man’s relationship 
to the Nayar was one of submission. He could not express direct aggression toward 
the Nayar. He probably did, however, express aggression toward a Nayar enemy 
covertly through sorcery. It is possible that a few low caste persons in addition believed 
themselves capable, through witchcraft, of assuming the form of an animal and bringing 
harm to an enemy of higher caste. It must also be mentioned that low caste persons 
believed others of their caste to be capable of sorcery against themselves. Witchcraft, 
however, seems to have been confined to relationships between low and high castes. 

The lower castes of the village also owed allegiance to the Nayar goddess Bhagavadi, 
who was enshrined in Cochin in the village temple, and in Kottayam in small temples 
attached to particular taravads. The lower castes could, however, approach Bhagavad, 
only through the propitiation of alien ghosts attached to the ¢arava@d or the temple. 
In the context of these propitiations, the lower caste officiant’s relationship to his 
Nayar hosts was a complex combination of aggression, authority, cooperation, and 
submission. In the zeyyam festival of a Nayar taravad in Kottayam, for example, lower 
caste officiants must first humbly gain permission from the living Nayar karanavani 
the Nayar lineage ghosts and the saravad goddess before starting their own propitiations. 
In the offerings to the teyyams which follow, the officiant’s attitude to these minor 
deities is ostensibly one of humility, although the actual performance of the blood 
sacrifices permits considerable expenditure of aggression. Later, when the officiant 
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dons his mask and becomes possessed by his teyyam, he may adopt an authoritative 
or aggressive attitude to his Nayar hosts, demanding gifts or threatening them with 
misfortune before conferring his blessing. He may not, of course, physically attack 
the Nayars. Indeed, he is, while possessed, likely to solicit admiration by inflicting 
physical suffering on himself, usually by burning himself with torches or rolling in 
the red hot ashes of a fire. After the oracular pronouncements, having doffed his mask, 
the officiant again becomes the servant of the sarava@d and humbly accepts his fee. 
For the low caste officiant, therefore, these festivals permit a limited, stylized expres- 
sion of aggression and a temporary assumption of authority toward their high caste 
masters. At the same time, the festivals underline both the need for interdependence 
between the castes, and ultimately, the lower castes’ permanent, secular role as sub- 
missive servants. 

Functions of the cults of alien ghosts. My discussion of alien ghost institutions in the 
general context of Nayar handling of aggression has necessarily pointed to some of 
their social and psychic functions. These may, it seems, be summarized as follows. 
First, the cults permitted, in a harmless manner, the handling of aggression which 
arose in relations between castes. Second, whether or not witchcraft or sorcery were 
actually practiced, the belief that those whom he wrongfully harassed could arm 
themselves with these ritual weapons must have acted as a deterrent to the Nayar 
authority who was tempted to oppress low caste subordinates, or to favor his affines 
at the expense of his matrilineal juniors. Through witchcraft and sorcery, alien ghosts, 
therefore, might help to prevent injustices which could not readily be brought before 
a secular authority. 

Third, these institutions brought together in ritual cooperation the very categories 
of persons whose mutual ambivalence provided the ultimate motive force for the 
institutions themselves. In the case of witchcraft and sorcery, there existed a compli- 
cated interplay of hostilities and alliances which, over time, balanced each other. All 
Nayars feared the harmful supernatural power of the lower castes, and this gave unity 
to their caste. In a particular instance, however, a Nayar who believed himself attacked 
by an individual low caste practitioner, or by another Nayar with the help of such a 
practitioner, could obtain relief only by engaging the ritual assistance of some other 
officiant from one of the suspected castes. In the case of the cults of alien ghosts institu- 
tionally attached to his taravad and his village temple, it seems that the Nayar’s 
generalized fear of and hostility to outgroups was turned outside the area of human 
relations and focussed upon supernatural agents feared by all. But again, only willing 
and friendly ritual cooperation with lower caste officiants could ward off supernatural 
attacks from the whole community, including the Nayars. 

It seems probable to me that one of the most important functions of all religious 
ritual, if not the important, is this resolution of conflict within individuals and within 
groups. The manner in which this is achieved varies greatly. The rituals of rebellion® 
and the initiation rites* analyzed by Gluckman, for example, on the surface bear little 
resemblance to Nayar cults of the dead. But as Gluckman has shown, their broad 
social functions are the same. Institutionalized religious ritual, like the private rites of 
obsessional neurotics, permits to the individual a disguised expression of his aggression, 
while at the same time reassuring him that his control over the direct physical expres- 
sion of aggression is unimpaired. But institutionalized ritual does far more than this. 
It has not only temporary therapeutic value for the individual, but is also interwoven 





474 Journal of American Folklore 


with social, legal, and economic institutions in such a way that it resolves recurrent 
conflicts within them and thus affords them support. For institutionalized ritual 
draws into cooperation, in common acts and a common belief system, the very cate- 
gories of persons upon whose mutual ambivalence the rites are founded. More than 
this, by bringing home to the participants a sense of their common helplessness in 
face of the dangers and mysteries which confront man both in his own nature and in 
his world, ritual appears to transmute their very hatred into sentiments of mutual 
dependence and love. 


MoperRN CHANGES IN CULTS OF THE DEAD 


At the present day the cult of lineage ghosts tends to be retained in its traditional 
form only in the most traditional households—those having residential and economic 
norms most closely approximating the traditional pattern, and living in the old style 
of ancestral house. In the new houses built in the past twenty years there is no ancestral 
shrine, and varying degrees of modification and attrition are observable in ancestral 
and death rites in these modern types of household. 

In households comprising an elementary family or a congerie of mixed matrilineal, 
cognatic, and affinal kin, the cult of lineage ghosts has died out in its traditional form. 
In some families emergency propitiations are still made to the ghosts of kinsfolk on 
the advice of an astrologer. But such a ghost may now be that of any relative who died 
in the house, and the propitiation may be carried out by any adult male resident. 
In one Cochin house, for example, lived an old woman, her elder widowed daughter, 
and her children, and her younger daughter, daughter’s husband and their children. 
The old woman’s son, who would traditionally have been k@ranavan, had taken his 
share of property and gone to live with his wife. When the younger daughter’s small 
girl fell ill with fever, the astrologer advised a propitiation of the ghost of the elder 
daughter’s husband, who had died in this house and been buried near it three years 
previously. The food offering was made by the child’s father in a corner of the living 
room. In this case neither ghost nor propitiant were members of the saravad. Fifty 
years ago neither one of them could have been concerned in this ¢arav@d’s ancestral 
rites. 

In some households, regular collective offerings to lineage ghosts are still made in 
July and October, but the form of the rites has changed. Cooked rice balls are offered 
as in Sraddham instead of the old offerings of cooked food. In Cochin in 1952 there 
was no prohibition of alcohol. But even so, many modern families despised the old 
offerings of toddy, meat, and arrack and substituted vegetarian food with coconut 
juice, or else performed the Sanskritic rites. Even in traditional saravads whose members 
have not yet divided their property, educated karanavans are now often unwilling 
to perform the old-fashioned rites. Such was the case in one wealthy ¢aravad of a 
Kottayam village headman. The a@ranavan, a university graduate and a politician, 
felt that he must maintain the old ceremonies for the sake of his tarav@d’s local reputa- 
tion, but would not perform them himself. Instead he persuaded his younger son to 
carry out the offerings to the lineage ghosts and the annual cock sacrifice to Bhagavadi. 
This youth was, of course, of another ¢aravad. Traditionally he would not even have 
been permitted to enter his father’s ancestral shrine. In many households there are 
now no ancestral propitiations, for many now deny to lineage ghosts the power to 
bless or harm. 
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Funeral and Sraddham rites persist in a fuller form, but these, too, are often curtailed. 
This is especially the case in tarava@ds which have lost their ancestral wealth. Rice 
balls are sometimes offered only on the two last days of the pollution period. Only 
close kin, and not the whole Nayar community, are invited to the sixteenth day 
feast. Often no déksa is observed at all. Alternatively, twelve sets of diksa rites, for the 
twelve months of the year of mourning, may be performed in succession on the six- 
teenth day. Often the bones are not taken to a sacred river. If they are taken, it may 
be believed that the ghost is thenceforth appeased and that no further Sraddham or 
ancestral rites are required. 

The role-structure of death rites has also changed. In most households only im- 
mediate younger brothers and maternal nephews, or the own children of a deceased 
woman, take part in the offerings, instead of the whole taravad as heretofore. On the 
other hand, women, as well as men, now offer rice balls to the ghosts of their parents 
or matrilineal elders. This reflects a change in the legal status of women, and the fact 
that women are now the legal heads of many recently partitioned households. In 
elementary family households, spouses now frequently observe death pollution for 
one another. At the same time, each may now even refuse to attend the funerals of 
matrilineal kin. Both in Cochin and Kottayam, the son of a man now often replaces 
the matrilineal heir as chief mourner, especially if he has inherited his father’s property. 
Nayars indeed say that “the rites go with the property.” If there are disputes over 
the property, sons and nephews may dispute the right to perform the ceremonies, 
feeling that their performance gives the chief mourner the right of inheritance. Some 
men perform rites for both father and mother’s brother; others, for neither, if neither 
bequeathed wealth. The beliefs which accompany funeral and Sraddham rites have 
also suffered attrition. In general, the belief that death rites are performed solely to 
give rest to the spirit is triumphing over the belief in the necessity to propitiate 
punitive ghosts. On the other hand, the Nayars do not dwell on the traditional Brah- 
manical belief in the tortures of hell which await unpropitiated souls. Many state 
that they now disbelieve in any form of afterlife. These perform rites only as a mark 
of respect for and commemoration of the dead. A very few refuse to observe death 
pollution or to perform funeral rites at all. One educated Nayar, for example—a 
medical doctor—stated that on the deaths of his parents he would merely cremate 
their bodies and invite a few like-minded friends to a meal to commemorate them. 

Analysis. Behind these changes lie several separable though related kinds of change 
in Nayar social structure and culture. With regard to changes in the cults of dead 
kinsfolk, the collapse of the taravad as a legal and economic corporation is of major 
importance. With the loss of collective legal responsibility which this entails goes a 
loss of the sense of collective moral responsibility. Nayars who are no longer legally 
responsible for one another, who no longer share land, a common house, and a common 
destiny, no longer think it probable that their misdemeanors can bring misfortune 
to each other. 

The collapse of the aravad is also, of course, accompanied by a total change in the 
relationships between matrilineal kin. Mother’s brothers whose property is divided 
from that of their nephews no longer have authority over them. Indeed, the mother’s 
brother is now often absent in his wife’s house when a child is growing up and exerts 
no discipline over him. In any case the change which takes place in matrilineal rela- 
tionships after a modern division of property is very marked. One man whose taravad 
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was still undivided commented to me on this change. “In my éaravad,” he said, “‘I 
dare not speak before the ka@ranavan without standing and placing my hand before 
my mouth. But in K. ¢aravad, after their partition, I have seen the nephews sitting 
to play cards with their uncle and passing the cigarette from their mouth to his. 
When I saw this I knew that relationship means property, and without property 
there is no relationship.” 

Moreover, the change to elementary family households does not merely entail 
a shift of the same disciplinary functions from the mother’s brother to the father. 
Nayar fathers have a tradition of indulgent tenderness toward their children and are 
loth to discipline them. Even when they are forced to do so, the techniques of dis- 
cipline differ from those in a traditional tarava@d house. In the intimate atmosphere 
of the small elementary family household, traditional etiquette is abandoned. Children 
learn to obey both parents from love more than from fear. There appears to be a 
much deeper repression of aggression than in the traditional setting, and correspond- 
ingly, many young Nayars cannot entertain the notion that their parents’ ghosts 
could act punitively toward them. It seems probable that such changes in the modes 
of handling aggression—affected also by the collapse of the military tradition and 
the modern legal ban on all forms of physical aggression—may also lie behind the 
repugnance of modern Nayars for such other traditional religious forms as blood 
sacrifice and spirit possession. 

Also important in the abandonment of ghost cults is, however, an increased tend- 
ency toward the adoption of Sanskrit rites. This tendency, which has marked all 
the non-Brahman castes during the past hundred years or so, I would associate with 
increasing mobility within the caste system and, most recently, with its gradual 
collapse. For the Nayars, as for the lower castes, the Brahmans are no longer a group 
with whom they have fixed status relationships. Instead, the Brahmans are now 
a reference group whom the Nayars emulate and with whom they compete in the 
struggle for high rank and respectability. Some Nayars who still hold their traditional 
beliefs in ancestral spirits and deities deliberately “purge’’ their rites of non-Sanskritic 
elements in order to gain respectability. Others have changed both rites and beliefs 
toward a modified form of the Brahmanical religion, even while they are busy repudi- 
ating the religious authority of the Brahman. Yet others, whose number is probably 
increasing, repudiate both Brahmanical and non-Sanskritic religions in their orthodox 
forms. Instead, they work out for themselves a more or less agnostic world view with 
humanitarian ideals, in which ceremonies, if they figure at all, figure only as acts of 
piety toward respected persons. 

The cults of alien ghosts are also changing their form and gradually dying out. 
This change accompanies the gradual collapse of the caste system as a system of ranked 
occupational groups linked by hereditary service ties. The collapse of the caste system 
itself results from the growth of the capitalist market economy and the democrati- 
zation of political institutions. Some Nayars retain their beliefs in witchcraft and 
sorcery, but the categories of persons whom they suspect are no longer solely caste 
determined. They are as likely to include fellow factory workers or competitors in 
government service, irrespective of caste. Professional exorcists of appropriate caste are 
often no longer available, for many have left their traditional work. So also have many of 
the low caste families who formerly propitiated ghosts and minor deities associated 
with village temples or with Nayar taravads. Since the passing of the Temple Entry 
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Act of 1947, moreover, low caste persons in general wish to enter the main court of 
the temple along with the higher castes and to propitiate the great deity. Alternatively, 
they build modern temples of their own dedicated to Sanskrit gods. They begin to 
shun the outer courtyards of temples populated by ghosts and devils and to leave 
these unpropitiated. Some Nayars still believe that the lower castes have supernatural 
powers as sorcerers and lycanthropic witches, but believe that as the lower castes 
acquire education and “civilization” they voluntarily give up these powers. Others 
now deny that ghosts, witches, or sorcerers ever possessed powers at all. 

All of these changes in belief and ritual are probably linked not only specifically 
to the collapse of saravad and caste as small birth-status groups, but more generally 
to the widening range of Nayar social relations and to the relaxing of their former 
tight interdependencies in face-to-face relationships. As they move into a hetero- 
geneous, mobile, urban setting composed partly of impersonal relationships with 
strangers, the Nayars cease to regard the natural order as in all respects a moral order 
and cease to seek personal motives as the ultimate causes of misfortunes. The growth 
of scientific knowledge in schools and the spread of medical facilities also obviously 
influence beliefs about illness. This does not, of course, mean that the Nayars and lower 
castes no longer require institutionalized modes of handling their aggressive impulses 
and their uncertainty in face of cosmic mysteries. In a few areas of living, new religious 
institutions have developed, which are outside the subject of this paper. In general, 
however, I think it is true to say that the scope of ritual beliefs and activities is shrink- 
ing” for Malabaris as a whole, and that as technology develops and new social arrange- 
ments become feasible, they concentrate more on the “how” of misfortunes, leaving 
the “why” to chance. Correspondingly, of course, conflict is increasingly handled 
through modern secular institutions (the law-court, the trades’ union, the political 
party, the democratic election, etc.), which produce continuing social structural 
changes rather than serving to maintain harmony within traditional birth-status 
groups. 
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A SIKH VILLAGE 


By Inpera P. SIncH 


IKHISM has often been described by scholars as a way of life, one that can 
be best understood by studying the life of the people professing it. With this 
end in view, we selected Daleke, a village in Amritsar district in the Majha 

area, known as the cradle of Sikhism.’ The holiest temple of the Sikhs, the Golden 
Temple, is situated in this area, and most of the followers of the faith come from here 
abouts. Most of the fighters in the forces of the Gurus came from Majha, and because 
of the sanctity attached to the Golden Temple, the land of the whole district of 
Amritsar is considered sacred by the Sikhs. The leaders of the various movements 
of reform or political emancipation in Sikhism were invariably drawn from this area. 
The premier educational institution of the Sikhs, Khalsa College, is also located in 
Amritsar. The region is full of reminiscenses of Sikh history—each second village 
having been visited either by one of the Sikh gurus or one of the Sikh heroés, and 
having some historical temple in commemoration of the visit or event. 

Daleke is a small village situated at a distance of twenty miles from Amritsar. 
It was founded about three hundred years ago by Dala Singh, who, along with his 
father, embraced Sikhism in the days of Guru Gobind Singh. Only five miles away 
is the Golden Temple of Taran Taran, where the Fifth Guru, Arjan (1563-1606, A.D.), 
established a second center of the Sikh faith. Daleke was unconnected with Taran 
Taran by road or rail until three years ago. The only approach was a small bridic path 
winding through the fields, allowing the use of horses or camels as alternative means 
of transport. The villagers have now built a twenty foot wide road, in cooperation 
with the Community Projects Administration. Most of the families living in the 
village are Jats and Mazhbis. Others are Brahmans, Kambhos, Tarkhans, Mehras, 
and Nais. Before “‘partition” (the villagers refer to India’s independence in 1947 as 
‘partition’ because the Panjab was partitioned into two parts—East and West 
Panjab—the latter going to West Pakistan), some Muslim families also resided in 
the village. They were by caste Arains (vegetable growers), Sakkas (water carriers), 
Julahas (weavers), Telis (oilmen) and Lohars (blacksmiths). They migrated to Pakistan, 
and twenty Hindu families came from West Pakistan to settle in this village. They 
are mainly Kambohs (farmers), a Tarkhan (carpenter), and a Nai (barber). All of 
them had emigrated from Daleke in 1918, when they were awarded lands in Lyallpur 
by the British government in recognition of their services in the army. Some of them 
have now been allotted lands in the next village in compensation for land they lost in 
Pakistan. They either have occupied the former Muslim houses or live in their old 
houses with holdings which have been extended with the help of the land left behind 
by Muslims. All the families belonging to castes like Jat, Kamboh, Kumhar, Tarkhan, 
Cimba, and Nai, profess faith in Sikhism; all the Mazhbis are also Sikhs. There are 
three Brahman families professing Hinduism. Four other families are Christian, 
having been converted to Christianity only one generation ago. 
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Castes and occupation. Jats are, by tradition, agriculturists, and the Jats of Daleke 
are no exception. They occasionally work also as laborers on road building, etc. Most 
of them have sufficient land, and about half of them employ Ramin, or sepi, i.c., farm 
laborers, to help them in their work. Those not having enough land for cultivation 
either till the land of others on a half-and-half basis or work elsewhere as clerks or 
laborers. A few have joined the army. Five families possessing large tracts of land 
are called Jagirdars. They also receive rents from their Jagirs in Ambala district. 
The Jagirdars are direct descendants of the founder of the village, Dala. All of them 
employ sepis to work on their lands, and are considered higher in status than any 
others in the village. 

The Kambohs, too, are mainly agriculturists, but are considered lower in status 
than the Jats. They usually have much smaller land holdings than the Jats, but are 
famous for tilling their lands in the most economical way and for producing much 
more from a given piece of land. They are very industrious and do all the work in 
their fields by themselves. They rarely engage a sepi to help them in their work or 
rent out their land for cultivation to someone else. They can, however, take to any 
other work. Unlike the Jats, who would hate to open a shop, Kambohs run shops 
selling general merchandise, medicines, etc. Some Kambohs even add to their income 
by selling milk—a practice which is much looked down upon by Jats. 

Tarkhans are traditionally carpenters and they are also called Ramgarhiyas (after 
the name of the fort Ramgarh and a Sikh Misal founded by Sardar Jasa Singh). The 
main work of the Tarkhans is to make or repair ploughs, sickles, and the wooden 
parts of agricultural implements, as well as household articles like beds, spinning 
wheels, churns, stools and chairs, etc. With the migration of Muslim blacksmiths to 
Pakistan, the Tarkhans now have taken to their work also. For his services to the 
farmer, a Tarkhan is paid in kind in the form of a certain quantity of grain at each 
harvesting time. But when his services are required as a mason or as a carpenter to 
build a house, the Tarkhan is paid a wage of Rs.4/-per day in cash. His Sardars also 
give him fodder for his milk cattle. The Tarkhans are more mobile than any other 
caste group in the village. One of their members has gone to Nairobi (Africa), another 
to Hirakud, and still another to Bombay. One Tarkhan from Daleke village works as 
an automobile mechanic in Amritsar. A mill for grinding flour locally is also owned by 
one of the Tarkhan families. The charges are one seer of grain per maund of grain 
ground by the mill. Tarkhans also sometimes work as farm laborers in harvesting 
crops to supplement their income. 

Tarkhans also do minor services for castes other than the farmers and free of any 
cash charge. They are repaid by these castes through services rendered when the 
Tarkhan needs more persons to help him in threshing and winnowing or carrying loads. 

While the Kumhars are traditionally earthen potmakers, none of them practices 
this occupation today in Daleke. They are now all engaged in trade. They carry 
grain and husks on their donkeys from the village to the market in the nearby town, 
and they are paid the cartage charges by the farmer sending his grain. They also buy 
grains from the farmer on their own account and sell it at a profit in the town. The 
richer Kumhars buy grain when it is cheap, hoard it, and sell it in the town only 
when prices are high. But this necessitates their paying the price of grain to the 
farmer at once. Generally, however, they carry grain on the same day to the market 
and pay the farmer its price when they return to the village after deducting their 
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profit. The Kumhars’ services are very much in demand during the harvesting season, 
when the farmer has no time to carry his grain to the market himself. Moreover, the 
farmer is afraid of falling prey to the treachery of the market businessmen, a mishap 
which is less likely in the case of the Kumhars, who have more frequent dealings in 
the town. 

Six young men among the Kumbhars learned the craft of weaving from Muslim 
weavers who have now left the village. They were weaving cloth until 1955, but are 
now employed in an Amritsar textile factory which uses power looms. Nevertheless, 
the three families maintain hand looms in their houses and weave cloth for their 
own use and occasionally for the other villagers. Another Kumhar family deals in 
the trade of selling and buying cattle and horses. 

The Mehras are traditionally water carriers, as they carry water from the village 
well to the houses of the farmers. They also supply drinking water to their clients in 
the fields during harvesting. They serve all the castes except the Mazhbis and the 
Sansis. They also are given a certain amount of grain by each family so served by 
them. In addition, they get one loaf of bread and some vegetables daily from each 
house. The number of families engaging their services has now decreased considerably 
owing to installation of hand water pumps (tube wells) in many houses. 

The Cimbas are traditionally washermen; occasionally, they also work as tailors. 
The only Cimba family in Daleke does not have much work, as the village women 
prefer to wash their own clothes and pass on only thick bed clothes to him for cleaning. 
He sews clothes also for the simpler village folk. Others get them stitched in the nearby 
town or in their own homes. There are as many as twelve sewing machines, and recently 
thirty young women of the village attended classes in sewing and embroidery at a 
Training Center opened for this purpose by the Community Project Block in the 
village. 

The Nais are traditionally barbers and are also nicknamed “‘Rajas” ‘Kings.’ They 
profess Sikhism and do not cut their own hair. Their presence in a Sikh village seems 
strange, but they form as important an element of the village community as any 
other. Instead of cutting hair or shaving beards, they cut nails of their clients. They 
act as messengers at marriages, deaths or births. They are entrusted with duties like 
collecting beds, sheets, mattresses, and utensils, etc., on occasions of marriages and 
other ceremonial gatherings. They also help in cooking meals on various ceremonial 
and festive occasions. Their wives groom the hair of the ladies of the house. They 
receive a certain amount of grain at each harvest from all the families they serve. For 
services rendered on occasions of marriages, deaths, or other ceremonial occasions, 
they are paid separately. Some of their clients also get their hair and beards trimmed 
to look younger. The Nais are also called upon sometimes to cut the hair of children 
when too many lice in the hair trouble the child, and other remedies to get rid of 
them prove useless. 

The Nais are also traditional matchmakers. Formerly they used to arrange marriages 
and we find many folktales and folksongs that relate the entreaties of a mother to 
a Nai to find a good husband for her daughter. About fifty years ago the Nai’s position 
in arranging matches was very significant, but now this task has been taken over by 
the relatives and friends of the parties concerned. ‘People no longer want to let a 
mere Nai ‘decide’ the fate of their darling children”—as one of our witty respondents 
in the village remarked. 
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The Nais were famous for their skill in curing boils and sores, and one of the 
four barber families still practices this profession. Because of the loss of trade as match- 
makers and haircutters, one of them is now engaged in cultivation. Others are engaged 
in trade in cattle and horses. One of them even rears mules and horses to sell in the 
market. 

Mazhbis, meaning the ‘devoted,’ form about half the population of the village. 
They were originally Chuhras (sweepers and scavengers) and were converted to 
Sikhism at the time of the tenth Sikh Guru, Gobind Singh. They work as farm laborers 
on yearly wages; and can change their master or Sardar every year after the had 
‘wheat’ crop. They are not bound to their Sardar as a family. In fact, the husband 
may be working for one family, and his wife, who cleans the courtyard and makes 
dung cakes, may be working for another family. Each is paid separately for his or her 
work. If they have sons, these also may work for different families and are paid for 
their services individually, depending on the amount of work done by each of them. 
The wages of a Mazhbi vary from forty maunds of grain to eighty maunds per year, 
or he may get one fifth of the total crop if the farmer has one plough. Besides his 
wages, he gets his food and tea also from his Sardar, when working for him. 

Many Mazhbis have joined the army as soldiers and in two families at present 
three generations are receiving pensions as ex-army personnel. Such families usually 
do not work as sepis or farm laborers, but till the land of others on a contract basis. 

The danger of losing their lands, under pending land reforms which seek to do 
away with intermediaries on land, has led all the Jagirdars to till their land themselves. 
This has rendered more than half the population of Mazhbis in the village unemployed; 
they now either enlist in the army or have already left the village to work as laborers 
as far away as Hirakud Dam. They are well paid as laborers in construction work 
because of their good physique and stamina. 

Some of the Mazhbis depend for their livelihood on selling milk. For this purpose 
they usually maintain a couple of buffaloes. Fodder can always be had free from the 
Sardar even if one of the family members is working for him. 

Besides those engaged in work for the whole year for one family, others work as 
farm laborers during the harvest season. In fact those working away from the village 
also return to Daleke to work in the harvest season. The women folk of the Mazhbis 
supplement the income of their husbands by cleaning the houses of various families 
and spinning cotton. They also pick cotton during the season. 

The Sansis are traditional shepherds and are considered lower in status than the 
Mazhbis. They are also members of the former criminal tribes. The Sansis earn their 
livelihood by selling the wool of their sheep, which are clipped twice a year. The 
only family of Sansis in the village had about eighty sheep. They died last year because 
of an epidemic. Now two out of the three brothers work as farm laborers on an annual 
wage basis for a Jat. Another works as a hired laborer in the village. One of them 
knows the genealogies of all the Sardars and recites them at the time of marriages. 
He also carries messages from one village to the other. The genealogies of the Muslims 
used to be kept by the Mirasis, who left for Pakistan along with the Muslim farmers. 
The Sansi women occasionally indulge in prostitution with fields as their locale for 
this purpose. The clients are usually unmarried farmers and poor laborers. 

The Sunars are traditionally goldsmiths, and one such family resides in Daleke. 
The family came here from Pakistan after partition. The head of the family makes 
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gold and silver ornaments, for which he is paid in cash or in grain, according to the 
amount of work done. The modern notions of not wearing many ornaments, and 
the Akali movement (1921-26), discouraging altogether the use of ornaments by 
men, have resulted in less demand for the work of the goldsmith. Being old and not 
knowing new designs used in the town, the Sunar prefers to stay in the village and 
lives a hand-to-mouth existence. 

The Brahmans are traditional priests who conduct marriages, make horoscopes, 
and predict auspicious days for performance of certain ceremonies, for tilling the 
land, or for other important occasions. They used to occupy a very high position 
because of their sacred functions. In Daleke today they are shopkeepers selling vege- 
tables, grains, and medicines. One of the two Brahman families residing in the village 
knows sorcery and witchcraft and is often called upon to cure persons ‘“‘possessed”’ 
by various spirits or suffering from snake-bite. The common father of the two Brah- 
man families, who came only forty years ago from Ambala District with some of the 
Jagirdars, commanded as great a respect as any Brahman in other orthodox Hindu 
villages. He was granted land by the Jagirdars on the birth of their sons, which he 
usually rented out to others for cultivation. His influence among the people was so 
great that at one time when the villagers wanted to give a contract on dead cattles’ 
bodies to a Mazhbi Nai, who intended to skin the animals, this Brahman managed 
to restrain them from so doing. He insisted that during his lifetime he would not 
allow the sacred cattle, which should be buried, to be desecrated. 

Decline of the Brahmans. The decline of the Brahmans came in 1922-23 after the 
reform movement among the Sikhs, i.e., after the Singh Sabha and Akali movement 
had begun. These movements aimed at removing the Brahmanical influence from 
the Sikh gurdvaras (temples) and the Sikh masses. This influence had slowly crept 
in after the fall of the Sikh Kingdom. The social life of the Sikhs, i.e., their births, 
marriages, and deaths, could not be performed without the help of Brahmans. Sikhism 
was gradually becoming a branch of Hindu protestants, owing allegiance to Hindu 
deities and gods. Even in the premier Sikh temples, like the Golden Temple at Amritsar, 
there were idols of Rama and other Hindu gods and goddesses. The Ram Lila used 
to be performed in the Golden Temple at Taran Taran. The other impetus to this 
reform movement was a reaction against the efforts of the Christian missionaries to 
bring Sikhs into their fold. 

An Anand Marriage Act was passed in the Central Assembly to regulate marriages 
performed according to Sikh rites. This made the services of Brahmans unnecessary; 
the Sikh marriage rites could now be conducted by a granthi, a Sikh priest, who could 
be of any caste. The granthi of Daleke belongs to the Cimba (washermen) caste. 
The Sikh granthé, who was trained at the Sikh Missionary College run by the Gurdvara 
Prabhandak Committee at Amritsar, replaced the Brahman at birth and death cere- 
monies. In fact, giving a Sikh child his baptism at birth, with sweetened water on 
the tip of a kirpan ‘dagger’ seems to have been adopted after the Christian custom. 
Such a practice is not known among Hindus of this area. The functions of a granthi 
can, moreover, be performed by any Sikh who knows what to do regarding each 
ceremony. 

The Akali movement discouraged belief in horoscopes and astrology and pointed 
out that such beliefs were against Sikh precepts. And though there are still a few 
Sikhs in Daleke who will not till their land without asking for an auspicious day from 





484 Journal of American Folklore 


the Brahman, there are many who do so now without asking him. Consulting the 
Brahman is considered an unnecessary expense which can be avoided without any 
danger of losing the crop. Only when a farmer has been unsuccessful in cultivation 
for two or three successive years will he take recourse to the Brahman in order to 
find an auspicious day and avoid misfortune next time. 

Formerly the Brahmans were invited to feast in farmers’ houses on certain cere- 
monial occasions, for example, Sraddhas (rites in honor of ancestors). The Sikh reform 
movements discouraged this practice too, and, today, though a few families still 
celebrate Sraddhas, they do not feed the Brahmans or ask them to perform any cere- 
mony in honor of their ancestors. Instead, they just invite a few Sikhs of any caste 
and feed them. 

To justify a break with the Brahmans, the story of betrayal by a Brahman cook 
of the Tenth Guru, Gobind Singh, was revived. Gangii, the Brahman cook, betrayed 
the two youngest sons of the Guru and their grandmother to the Muslim ruler of 
Sirhind, who had them put to death. Similarly, the defeat of the Sikhs at the hands 
of the British was attributed to the treachery of the Brahman generals of the Sikh 
Army. 

The conversion of a Muslim woman to Sikhism and her marriage to a Jat of Daleke 
broke the last link between the Brahmans and others in the village. The Brahmans 
threatened that they would not have anything to do with the villagers if the village 
permitted the conversion of a Muslim. The Sikhs were in no mood to heed this threat 
and went ahead with the conversion in the presence of the whole village. Again, one 
of the sons of the Brahman began to drink wine and to eat meat, and this was cited 
as another reason for not showing any special respect to the Brahmans. The Brah- 
mans, therefore, are held in no great respect today in village Daleke, and are 
referred to in quite derogatory terms by Jats and others. 

Sikhism versus Brahmanism. It is worth mentioning here that Sikhism itself was 
one of the many reform movements in the fifteenth century during the period of 
Muslim domination in India. These aimed at preventing the masses from being 
converted to Islam. To achieve this, the leaders attacked the extreme rigidity of 
Brahmanism and advocated abolition of caste and removal of some of the social 
restrictions. The radical element of this movement broke away from Hindu orthodoxy. 
The founder of this wing of the movement was Basava, a Brahman. He gave up the 
caste-polity and permitted marriages even between the Brahmans and candals. 

Nanak (1469-1539 A.D.)—the founder of Sikhism, and a Ksatriya by caste— 
preached in the North the equality of all men irrespective of their caste. He declared 
that distinctions based on caste and pedigree are vain and that no caste is acknowledged 
in the next world. He further said that by remembering Him, all—whether Ksatriya, 
Brahman, Siidra or Vaigya—can attain salvation. In order to bring equality among 
all castes in Sikhism, the Third Guru, Amardas (1479-1574), opened a free kitchen 
and would not see any person unless he had eaten in his kitchen where people, irre- 
spective of their caste, status or rank, ate together. Even Emperor Akbar was not 
given an audience by the Guru until he had eaten in the kitchen attached to the 
Guru’s house. Other successive gurus also continued to emphasize the futility of 
being proud of one’s caste, declaring that only the actions of the individual in this 
world would decide for or against his or her salvation. The Tenth Guru, Gobind 
Singh (1668-1708 A.D.), who organized the Sikhs into a distinct fraternity by ordaining 
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them to keep the five symbols—1) uncut hair, 2) comb, 3) iron ring, 4) underwear and 
5) the sword—also laid great stress on the equality of various castes. The Five Beloved, 
whom he had chosen from an assembly of thousands of Sikhs gathered at Anandpur 
to celebrate the Vesakhi festival, were drawn from all castes—-Ksatriya, Sidra, Jat 
and other lower castes. When these five were initiated into the new fraternity of the 
Khilsas ‘the pure,’ he made them drink from the same bowl and gave them new 
names with the suffix “Singh” ‘lion.’ He had himself initiated by these Five Beloved 
and, following him, many thousands of Sikhs present, irrespective of their castes, 
were thus initiated by the Five Beloved, drinking from the same bowl and eating 
from the same plate. All those so initiated took on the name “Singh,” signifying one 
common brotherhood. This practice of eating from the same plate and drinking from 
the same bowl is followed today at the time of initiation of a Sikh into a Khalsa. 
The ceremony is known as Amst Chakna. The holy book of the Sikhs, the Granth, 
which succeeded the Tenth Guru as the Guru of the Sikhs, contains writings not only 
of the Sikh Gurus, but also of Hindu and Muslim dhagats belonging to different castes— 
tailor (Namdev), butcher (Sadhan), VaiSya (Trilocan), barber (Sain), Jats (Dhanna), 
Brahmans (Gita Govind and Surdas), weaver (Kabir), cobbler (Ravidas), Sheikh 
Farid, and Bhikan (siifis). 

Equality of castes. It is not only historically that the Sikh Gurus advocated the 
equality of castes. Even now, the villagers of Daleke point to this as one of the superior 
qualities of their faith. The social relations of various castes in Daleke are therefore 
worth noting. The people belonging to various castes professing Sikhism have been 
divided broadly into two groups: the Sardars (the upper castes) and the Mazhbis 
(the scavengers). The first group includes Jats, Kambohs, Tarkhans, Kumhars, Sunars, 
and Nais. These castes visit each others’ houses, interdine, and attend marriage func- 
tions and other festive occasions. They go to the fairs together, and celebrate most of 
the festivals communally. These caste groups can be identified, however, in the same 
manner as in a Hindu village. The higher group of Sardars is further subdivided into 
agriculturists and nonagriculturists, the latter including traders and artisans. The 
agriculturist group considers itself higher than the nonagriculturists. The houses of 
persons belonging to these various castes in the Sardar group adjoin each other. 
No clear-cut demarcations exist to signify separate quarters for separate castes. This 
cannot be said for the houses of the Mazhbis, the scavenger caste. They live on one 
side of the village, and a long wall of the backs of the houses of the higher caste group 
separates them from others in the village. About twenty families live a hundred yards 
away on the land given to them for residence by the father of the Sarpanc on the birth 
of his first son. Mazhbis work as farm laborers, while their wives clean the courtyards, 
collect cow dung and make cow dung cakes. The work of both Mazhbi men and women 
necessitates their entering into the houses of the Sardars for whom they work. More 
than half of the farmers who employ them allow them house entry and some even 
let them milk their buffaloes. There is no feeling of pollution attached to their touch, 
person, or clothing. Some of the Kamboh and Kumhiar families, who do not let the 
Mazhbis enter their houses beyond the cattleyard, give a very interesting legend to 
support their action. They say that when the Five Beloved were entering the tent 
of the Guru on his invitation, the Mazhbi among them asked Guru’s permission to 
enter his tent also. The Guru told him that he need not have asked and, since he had 
done so, Mazhbis would have to wait for three hundred years until they had free 
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access to all places. This legend is not supported by any historical facts and seems 
to have been invented by some clever interested person. It is very similar to the 
other common legend of Balmiki, the Guru of Cuhras (sweepers—converts to Sikhism 
from this group are called Mazhbis) who happened to arrive late at a party given by 
Lord Visnu and had to eat only the leftovers. 

The Mazhbis have a separate well while all other castes use the same well. Two 
years ago, the Sarpanc allowed the Mazhbis to draw water from the well of 
the Sardars. They have done so only occasionally, as many people still do not like 
Mazhbis to draw water from the same well as themselves. 

Mazhbis and other Sikhs have a common gurdvara (Sikh temple). They assemble 
together and sit there intermixed. Those high caste Sikhs, especially women, who do 
not allow Mazhbis to enter their houses, usually sit away from the place where Mazhbis 
are sitting. They all get the same parsad ‘offerings’ and eat food from the same kitchen. 
Food is prepared from grains gathered from families irrespective of any caste distinction. 

The gurdvar@ is used as a school during the day and is also used as the Janj ghar—a 
place where the bridegroom’s marriage party stays for two or three days. Since 
village exogamy is the rule, the gurdvara is always in demand for putting up the 
marriage parties on occasions of girls’ marriages in the village. This courtesy is given 
to members of all castes. The Mazhbis, until very recently, had a separate small room 
of their own for this purpose in their part of the village. No granth sahib (the holy 
book) had been installed there and, when not in use for marriage parties, it was used 
as a common room where Mazhbis used to gather, smoke, and talk. This room was 
washed away in the recent floods, and has not since been rebuilt. Mazhbis have been 
allowed to put up their marriage parties in the gurdvara only twice during the last 
ten years. The reason given by others for not allowing the Mazhbis’ marriage parties 
to stay in the gurdvara is that the Mazhbis smoke tobacco and opium (which is pro- 
hibited by Sikhism) and thus they desecrate the sanctity of the gurdva@ra. The Mazhbi 
parties which were allowed to stay in the village gurdvara are reported to have been 
“clean” people who did not smoke. In fact, they were military men. 

Mazhbis accompany marriage parties only of persons for whom they work. The 
Sardars may come to the houses of a Mazhbi on festive occasions but they do it as a 
benevolent gesture to their farm laborers, who may, after all, feel greatly honored by 
such visits. Persons belonging to other castes also participate in each others’ festive 
occasions, but they are mostly personal friends. 

All persons, irrespective of their castes, go to attend fairs together and in these 
fairs no special food shops are erected for the use of Mazhbis, although until about 
fifteen years ago Mazhbis were not given food in the same utensils as others. Separate 
glasses and plates which the Mazhbis had to clean themsleves were kept in a corner. 
Today they drink and eat from the same utensils at Sikh shops in the nearby town, 
Taran Taran, as are used by others. That is why orthodox Hindus sometimes do not 
buy eatables from a Sikh Aalwai ‘confectioner’s’ shop. 

The Mazhbis are traditional brewers of country wine. Whenever a villager needs 
wine (which he does quite often) he gives some gur (brown sugar prepared from 
sugar cane) to his Mazhbi, who gives him the prepared wine and keeps part of it for 
himself. Mazhbis and Sardars often drink wine together at the fairs and occasionally 
in the fields too. Those preaching equality of caste today refer convincingly to the 
fact that all the wine drunk by the Sardars is brewed at the hands of Mazhbis whom 
they would not like to touch otherwise. 
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Intermarriage by castes is one of the important tests as to abolition of caste system, 
but in Daleke no single case of intermarriage has occurred in its history. Marriages 
have taken place strictly within the caste. A religious reformer came to the village 
gurdvara during our stay and profoundly advocated the abolition of caste distinctions, 
favoring intercaste marriages. One of the Mazhbis listening to him got up and re- 
quested the speaker to solve his problem of finding husbands for his four daughters. 
The speaker asked those wishing to accept his daughters in marriage to raise their 
hands. Practically everybody in the audience, consisting of all castes, raised his hand. 
Apparently being satisfied with the result, the Mazhbi asked for girls to marry his 
sons. This time no hand went up. People were ready to accept wives from lower 
castes, but were not willing to give their daughters in marriage. The answer to this 
riddle lies probably in the prevalence of hypergamy among Jats of all areas and, 
even in Daleke, there are fifteen women whose caste is not known. They were brought 
from outside by men who could not get a wife by regular means. These women are 
accepted as equals, and their children have the same status as children of a woman 
of known caste. However, such marriages are never allowed to be performed as regular 
marriages with all the ceremonies symbolizing the “essentials” of a marriage as con- 
ceived by the village community. 

The solitary case of interreligious marriage, in which the whole village participated, 
was that of a Jat Sikh with a Muslim woman. But this marriage was performed only 
after the woman had been converted to Sikhism. Her son married into a Jat family 
on attaining adulthood. 

Another important factor reflecting the social relations within the caste structure 
is the role of the priest. The village gurdvara is looked after by a granthi (reader of 
the Holy Book) who is usually addressed as ‘‘Sant”’ ‘Saint.’ He serves persons belonging 
to all castes equally. He performs all Sikh marriages in Daleke irrespective of any 
caste distinction. At births and deaths he prays for all. He collects bread and flour 
everyday from each house, some of which he eats himself; the rest is distributed 
among the travellers staying in the gurdvara. The poor people also gather near the 
gurdvara to get some food from the Sant. This food is collected from the houses of 
all castes and distributed among persons belonging to all castes. 

Often the Sant is called upon to perform Akhagd Path, the continuous reading 
of the Holy Book in its entirety in forty-eight hours, or Sadha@rag Path, reading of 
the entire Holy Book in a week or at leisure), in the homes of different people. In the 
case of Akhand Path or Saptahik ‘weekly’ Path, the Sant naturally cannot read the 
Holy Book alone. He invites three or four others who can also read the Granth to 
help him in this task. Among the usual three pathis (readers of the Granth) in Daleke, 
one is a Tarkhan (carpenter), another a Jat and the third a Mazhbi. All the paghis 
take their meals at the house where an Akhand Path is being conducted. All of them, 
irrespective of their caste, are fed by the inviting families. Such occasions were many 
during our stay in the village. 

The end of the reading of the holy book is followed by Xértan (singing of hymns). 
The traditional singers of Sikh hymns until the period of the tenth Guru were “Ma- 
sands.” They became corrupt and started demanding huge sums as their share of 
the offerings on various Sikh festivals. The tenth Guru dismissed them and enjoined 
his Sikhs to sing hymns themselves. In Daleke, there are four persons who usually 
sing hymns on these occasions. One of them is the Sant who sings to the accompaniment 
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of a harmonium. The Tarkhan is a famous Dhadhi (the Panjabis’ traditional Sikh 
bards) and plays on a sarangi. Another is a Mehra. One Jat and a Mazhbi play on 
drums. These four singers are often joined by the whole congregation in singing 
hymns. In fact, some hymns, sung near the end of the meeting, are to be sung in 
unison only. 

Mostly the prayers are led by the Sant in the gurdvara or the house, but usually 
an elderly person, who knows how to read the Granth, is asked to sit near it and 
reads the verse of the day from it. 

The acceptance of a low caste Cimba as their priest, and the admittance of another 
Mazhbi to dine in their houses when performing Akhand Path, may be due to the 
reverence paid to all persons connected with supernaturals and gods, irrespective of 
their castes and religion. Sikhs, as well as Hindus, worship the tombs of Muslim 
saints and make promises to offer clothes or food if a certain wish of theirs is fulfilled. 
The worship of these Muslim saints has not died out with the exodus to Pakistan 
of all Muslims from Daleke and other adjoining villages. Festivals are arranged to 
commemorate the anniversaries of Sher Shah Vali, Haji Shah Pir, and Jogi Pir. Jogi 
Pir is now called Joga Singh, and a Sikh holy book has been installed in his shrine. 
The Nihangs (a sect of warrior Sikhs) have replaced the Muslim Mirasis as the priests. 
Instead of gawal#s (hymns sung in praise of Prophet Mohammad in a special manner), 
Sikh hymns are now sung. Similarly, Sher Shah is now called Baba Sher Singh, and 
his Sikh followers organize a fair on his anniversary. In the days of the Muslims there 
were always two kitchens; one for Muslims and the other for non-Muslims, and 
believers of different faiths ate from different kitchens, although now such separation 
is not practiced. 

It is worth mentioning here that the worship of tombs by the Hindus and Sikhs 
of the Panjab (especially the western part) is due to the influence of Muslims, and 
although Sikh gurus and the Singh Sabha Movement of 1921-26 discouraged the 
worship of tombs, the practice has remained common. The various Muslim fagers 
worshipped are considered to possess some supernatural powers by virtue of which 
they can bestow sons, cure some chronic disease, or even cure the cattle of their 
ailments. The strong faith of the Sikh villagers in the power of these fagirs is evident 
from the fact that they have not demolished these shrines, although no mosques are 
to be seen. This may be due to fear of the Pirs’ wrath, as it is well-known that these 
Pirs can inflict calamities on the village if they are not satisfied or when they get 
angry. 

The campaign of the Singh Sabha and Akali movements against the worship of 
tombs and graves and belief in Pirs has not resulted in the extinction of the practice 


at a distance of fifteen miles from Daleke (where according to a prevailing legend 
the sixth Guru, Hargobind, bestowed seven sons on a devotee woman), is now believed 
to be possessed with the power of bestowing children, and an annual fair is organized 
there. Similar powers are connected with another Sikh temple, Bidh Sahib, twelve 
miles east of Daleke. 

In fact, when a man leaves this world and becomes a saint, every Hindu, Muslim, 
of Sikh considers him to be sacred and thenceforth belonging to no caste or creed. 
Not only do Hindus (from whom most of the Sikhs have been converted) frequently 
visit various Sikh places of worship reputed to possess supernatural powers, but 
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Muslims too have been known to go to these places for favors. Equal respect has been 
paid to the saints by persons belonging to different faiths, irrespective of their religion, 
who are believed to possess supernatural powers. The reason given for this attitude 
by the villagers was that all of the saints should be kept contented so as not to let 
them bring wrath on the villagers, and while it takes nothing to respect them, doing 
so may do some good; if they are not respected, however, a calamity is almost certain. 
Probably the primitive man’s fear of the supernatural explains the behavior of the 
people in this respect. 

Fairs and festivals. Celebrations by the villagers also provide an insight into the 

social and religious life of the people. Fifteen of the thirty-one festivals are celebrated 
commonly by both Sikhs and Brahmans in Daleke. Two of these, Baba Sher Shah 
Vali and Mela Haji Shah, are in honor of two Muslim fagirs, who were well-known 
for their spiritual powers. The legend goes that once Sher Shah went to a shop and 
asked for misri ‘crystal sugar.’ The shopkeeper, who did not sell any (misri), told the 
Pir that he had none. When implored by him to go inside his shop, the shopkeeper 
found misri lying everywhere. People ask for favors and, if these are fulfilled, they 
come to offer cloth sheets for the grave or distribute sweets to those present. These 
fairs are not now so well attended as in the days of Muslims, but the villagers of 
Pallasor two and a half miles away from Daleke, where their shrines are situated, 
still try to maintain their importance, and all contribute towards the expenses of 
the free kitchen provided on these occasions. This is probably the case because Pallasor 
was predominantly populated by Muslims before partition. 
- Four other common festivals—Vesakhi, Savani, Lohrhi, and Basant—are connected 
with the change of seasons and with agriculture. Vesakhi marks the beginning of the 
harvest season (wheat) and big cattle fairs are held all over the Panjab. The oldest, 
biggest and most famous cattle fair is that of Amritsar. Transactions amounting to 
hundreds of thousands of rupees are conducted every year in this fair. This festival, 
not much known in other parts of India, was made popular by the Fifth Sikh Guru, 
Ramadas. Since his time, cattle fairs have been organized along with this festival. 
Wrestling bouts, cattle competitions, physique tests, and sports matches are organized 
by the government for the benefit of the visitors. People by the thousands go to the 
Golden Temple, at Amritsar, for a dip in the holy water, and the streets are full of 
village folk. 

Vesakhi is also the day when the Tenth Sikh Guru converted the Sikhs feve. coed 
into Singhs ‘lions’ at Keshgarhi, 200 miles away from Daleke. 

Savani marks the beginning of the rainy season, and is celebrated all over North 
India, being known as Tij in Uttar Pradesh and Delhi. On all Sundays of the month 
of Savan (Sravana, August-September), girls set up swings under the trees near 
the village and sing. They sing especially giddha (clapping songs) and also dance. 
Usually persons belonging to all the castes except Mazhbis swing together. Occasionally 
Mazhbi girls who wear clean clothes also join the group of higher caste Sikhs. 

Lohrhi marks the severity of winter and comes usually in the month of January. 
Daughters are invited to visit their parent’s houses and are given clothes and sweets 
to carry with them. An especially large sweet containing a silver coin is sent for the 
daughter’s mother-in-law. It resembles the custom in the Hariana (Delhi State and 
Hindi speaking Panjab) of giving gifts to the parents-in-law on Samkranti Day to 
pltase them. The children begin to demand JoAi ‘coins’ from the beginning of the 


; 
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month and also collect firewood from all the houses. A bonfire is burnt on Lohrhi 
Day in the evening. Lohrhi is a special occasion for families with a newly born boy 
or a newly married bride. Such families distribute popcorn and gur (a kind of brown 
sugar candy) to all the guests and to the poor. Meat is cooked on this day and people 
indulge freely in wine drinking. 

Basant marks the beginning of spring, and young and old tie yellow turbans on 
their heads to herald its coming. This color coincides with the color of the sarsom 
‘mustard’ flowers in the fields. A big mela ‘fair’ is organized at Chehherta gurdvara, 
twenty-two miles from Daleke, and many villagers go there to participate in the 
celebrations. One can buy all sorts of household articles in the mela organized around 
the temple. 

Holi, which is celebrated with great gusto in some parts of India and in the towns of 
Panjab, is not much celebrated in Daleke. Only children throw colored water on each 
other. Formerly Mirasis (musicians) used to come to the village and stage dramas 
during these days. Each family contributed a dish of grain towards their expenses. 
As the throwing of colored water had caused many quarrels, it was discouraged by 
the Singh Sabha and Akali Movement. Instead, some Sikhs go from Daleke to a 
gurdvara at Anandpur (200 miles away) to participate in the celebration of Hola 
which falls on the next day after Holi. At Anandpur, since the time of the Tenth Guru, 
Gobind Singh, annual competitions in sports, wrestling, sword fighting, stick fighting 
and other sports of warfare, have been held and hundreds of thousands of Sikhs come 
from all parts of India to witness these sports every year. 

Diwali, which marks the beginning of winter, is celebrated with great pomp and 
show in the village. People clean their houses, light candles, and place small lighted 
earthen lamps on their house tops. Many of them go to witness Diwali in Amritsar 
where the Golden Temple is profusely illuminated. A big cattle fair is also organized 
at Amritsar. In the Sikh homes in Daleke, goddess Laksmi is not worshipped in any 
form, neither cattle nor cow dung being worshipped as is the practice in Hindu Jat 
homes. The only persons who worship Laksmi, the goddess of wealth, are the Brah- 
mans. The day is celebrated by Sikhs to commemorate the release from prison and 
return of their Sixth Guru, Hargobind, to Amritsar on this day. 

Another common festival of the Brahmans and Sikhs in the village is Maghi. 
It is considered as a very auspicious day by Hindus for giving charity. Usually rice 
and dal ‘pulses’ and wi/ seeds are given to Brahmans, but the Sikhs give these to the 
gurdvara. This day has a special significance for the Sikhs of this area (Majha). When 
the Tenth Guru, Gobind Singh, and his forces were being badly pressed on all sides 
by the Mogul forces, a group of forty Majha Sikhs in his forces told the guru that 
they were neither his Sikhs nor he their guru, and they left for their homes. On 
return to their homes their womenfolk ridiculed them and told them to wear bangles 
and stay at home while they (the women) would go and fight for the guru. The 
Majhails (as men from Majha are called), as at all times, could not stand a 4o/% ‘ridicule’ 
from their women and marched back to the field to die fighting to the last man. 
On this site now a big gurdvara has been built, where an annual fair is held on Maghi 
day. Some ten to fifteen people go from Daleke to attend this festival every year. 

Dafahra is another festival connected with the Ramayaga and its hero, Lord Rama, 
which is celebrated in Daleke commonly. However, the sowing of barley seeds and 
the distribution of seedlings by a Brahman is not practiced in every house. DaSahra 





A Sikh Village 4gt 


marks the harvesting season for sugar cane, and people bring new sugar canes into 
their homes for the first time. A few sugar canes are now sent to the gurdvara, though 
formerly they were given to the Brahmans. The Sikhs also kill goats on this day and 
eat their meat. 

Rakhri, commemorating the love of brothers and sisters, is also celebrated com- 
monly by all. On this day sisters tie a piece of colored thread on the wrists of their 
brothers, who give them some money and other gifts. It is a very old custom and 
signifies that brothers must protect their sisters in time of peril and difficulties. The 
love between brother and sister is proverbial in Panjab, and many instances are cited 
of brothers having sacrificed their wealth and lives to save the honor of their sisters. 
Formerly the Brahman used to tie a thread around the wrists of his Jajmans (heads 
of the families) and used to be given money and grains. This practice has practically 
died out in Daleke since the Akali movement. Instead some villagers go and tie rakhgis 
‘threads’ to the legs of the wooden cot on which the holy book is laid. They also offer 
money and grains in the gurdvara. 

Nirata and Sraddha are the other typical Hindu festivals celebrated by Sikhs also. 
Nirata is in honor of goddess Durga, while Sraddha are held in the memory of an- 
cestors. The Sikh Gurus preached against both. They considered that the food given 
to Brahmans at Sraddhas did not reach the ancestors as claimed. Many Sikhs in 
Daleke do not celebrate Sraddhas and the others, who do, feed only Sikhs and not 
Brahmans. No ceremony as prescribed by Brahmans is performed. In the case of 
Nirata also, only a few Sikh families worship the goddess Durga or keep fasts. But 
most of them feed virgin girls on the Astami (eighth day). This festival is celebrated 
with great enthusiasm by the Kumhar Sikhs, who even organize singing for the 
whole night in honor of the Mata (Mother Durga). Most of the Kumhar families 
belong to the Radha Svami sect, which is nearer to Hinduism in its beliefs and cere- 
monies. 

Another common festival is Guga Navami, which is celebrated in honor of the 
snake god. The women carry some milk and grains and pour it over the Guga’s shrine 
(a mound of earth having a hole signifying the abode of a snake) and request Guga not 
to show himself to them or other members of their family. The area is infested with 
snakes and once, when the mother of the Sarpanc did not worship the Guga, her son 
was bitten by a snake. Since then she never fails to worship Guga. The legend about 
Guga, his mother, Kacali, and aunt, Bacali, is the same as is prevalent in other parts 
of North India. 

The only other festival celebrated by all the persons living in the village is a 
secular festival marking Republic Day on 26 January. The Community Projects 
Administration annually organizes a big fair in the zahst] headquarters, Taran Taran. 
Exhibitions on the subjects of handicrafts and embroidery, seeds, manures, and 
health are organized by them. Wrestling bouts, races and kabaddi matches are also 
conducted. The other highlight of the program is the award of certificates recognizing 
the services of different people in helping the work of the community projects and 
their achievements in the field of growing bumper crops or raising good breeds of 
cattle. The Chief Minister and the Speaker of the Panjab Legislative Assembly, 
both of whom belong to this zehs#/, come to participate in these functions. The fair 
lasts for three days and many persons from Daleke go to attend it. 

Two Hindu festivals—Janmastami and Sivratri, not celebrated by Sikhs but 
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celebrated by the Brahmans—concern the Hindu gods Krsna and Siva. The other 
two, celebrated only by the Brahmans, are Tika and Karva Cauth. On Tiki, sisters 
put a vermillion mark on the forehead of their brothers and are given some money 
in exchange. Karva Cauth is celebrated by married women for the safety of their 
husbands. This also involves keeping a fast and listening to the story of Savitri who 
managed to win back life from the gods for her dead husband Satyavan, because of 
her virtuous devotion as an ideal Hindu wife. This is related by a Brahman woman 
who is given some grains by all the women assembled to listen to the story. 

Ten of the eleven festivals celebrated exclusively by Sikhs mark the birthdays of 
their Gurus or commemorate the Gurus’ accession to the gadg#, or their martyrdom 
day. The birthday of Nanak (the First Guru and founder of Sikhism) and that of the 
Tenth Guru, Gobind Singh (who formed the Sikhs into the Khalsa Community), 
are celebrated with great enthusiasm in the village. Religious meetings are held in 
the village gurdvara, and famous musicians or Dhadhis (bards) are invited to sing 
for the assembly. Discourses and lectures are held on the life of the Gurus and on 
Sikhism. An Akhand Path (continuous reading of the Holy Book from beginning 
to end in forty-eight hours) is conducted in the gurdvara, which is decorated with 
bunting and given a whitewash. The houses and the gurdvara are illuminated as on 
Diwali nights. Special and extra food is cooked in the gurdvara and most of the villagers 
and passersby take their meals in the gurdvara. Money and grains are collected for 
this purpose from each house in the village. The amount of donations is decided by 
the village pancayat. 

Mela Baba Bakale and Khadur Sahib are held at Bakale and Khadur in the memory 
of the accessions of the second and the Ninth Guru respectively to guruship. Many 
villagers go to these fairs, where the program is practically the same as described 
for a guru’s birthday in the village. On these days, early in the morning, the musicians 
begin to sing special hymns called ‘Asa di Var.” This is followed by phrasing in simple 
Panjabi of a verse from the Holy Book. Later on, ragés ‘musicians’ and lecturers 
sing hymns and give discourses on the life of the Guru in whose memory the cele- 
brations are being held. These meetings are also used for making political speeches 
by Sikh political leaders. Many times rival groups organize separate meetings, but 
the political speeches always follow the religious celebrations. 

The martyrdom day of the Fifth Guru, Arjun, is celebrated with great pomp 
and show in Taran Taran (five miles from Daleke). A big gurdvara and a large tank 
exist in Taran Taran commemorating his memory. He had, himself, founded this 
temple to serve as a center of Sikhism in Majha. His martyrdom took place in Lahore, 
which is now in Pakistan, and Sikhs come from all parts of the country to Taran 
Taran to celebrate it. Arjun was beheaded for refusing to accept Islam. On this day, 
which falls at the height of the June heat, the Sikhs serve sweetened milk water 
to all and sundry. Many shadils ‘posts’ are set up for this purpose in all the bazaars 
and villages, and the sweetened water is given—rather, it is forced in quite an aggres- 
sive way—even to the unwilling. Buses, tongas, bullock carts and cycles are stopped 
and passengers are given /assi (sweetened water and milk) to drink. A shadil is set 
up by the villagers of Daleke on the roadside also and all passersby and others in 
the village are served iced Jassi. Every family donates all the milk in its house for 
this purpose. Some money is collected for buying ice and sugar. The serving of Jassi is 
also customary on the Hindu festival Ekada8i which comes a few days before the 
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Sikh festival. On EkadaSi, grains and melons are given to Brahmans, but Sikhs do 
not celebrate Ekadafi. 

Two of the remaining three exclusively Sikh festivals commemorate the death 
anniversaries of the two Sikh heroes—Baba Dip Singh and Vir Singh. Baba Dip Singh 
belonged to this area and took a vow not to be killed before reaching the Golden 
Temple at Amritsar. While fighting the Mogul forces, he lost his head seven miles away 
from Amritsar, but he did not give up courage and, lifting his head on his left palm, kept 
on fighting and advancing towards his destination. When he reached the outskirts of 
Amritsar, he could not proceed any further and threw his head with all his strength into 
the city. It fell in the precincts of the Golden Temple. There are many tales of the 
bravery and strength of Baba Dip Singh. His sword is said to have weighed twenty 
seers (kilos). An annual fair is held on the anniversaries of both the heroes, and many 
people from Daleke go to attend these functions. 

The other exclusively Sikh festival is the anniversary of the birth of Baba Gurditta, 
a Sikh saint, who lived for more than a hundred years and wrote the Sikh holy book 
by hand as related to him by the Tenth Guru. This volume has been preserved and 
people come to pay their respects to it. A legend describes him as “‘the giver of a 
son to the wife of the Tenth Guru,” and many people come here to ask for the boon 
of a child. 

Many villagers go to Taran Taran to attend the anniversaries of the martyrdom 
of the four sons of the Tenth Guru. Two of them died fighting in the field, while 
the younger two are reported to have been buried alive in a wall for refusing to embrace 
Islam. 

The other festival celebrated by Sikhs only is in honor of Jogi Pir, who is believed 
to have had supernatural powers regarding rain. A monument has been built over the 
grave of the Pir, who had both Sikh and Muslims followers. Near his monument 
stands a high mound of earth, which has been raised by the devotees pasting on a 
handful of mud every time they visit the shrine. Jogi Pir is worshipped as a Jathera 
(ancestral god) too, and all newly married couples pay their respects to his shrine 
before entering the village of Manochal where it is situated. The Muslim priests of 
this shrine left for Pakistan after partition and Nihang Sikhs have now occupied it. 
The Sikh holy book is at present kept in the shrine and the name has been transformed 
from Jogi Pir to Joga Singh. A well attended annual fair accompanied by wrestling 
bouts (of all-India level), is held here even at present. 

Besides these festivals, Sikh villagers go occasionally to Taran Taran and Amritsar 
to attend the birth and death anniversaries of all their Gurus and of Maharaja Ranjit 
Singh. 

The only festival celebrated by the five Christian families in Daleke is Barha 
Din ‘Big Day’—Christmas Day—signifying the birth of Christ. They dress themselves 
in their best clothes and go to attend the church in Taran Taran or Palasor village 
(two miles from Daleke) where many Christian families live. They organize a con- 
tributory tea party or a big dinner on this occasion. If the meeting is held in Palasor, 
the preacher comes from Taran Taran to deliver the service. They do not know 
whether they are Catholics or Protestants, and say that formerly they were under 
the British Church and now they are under the American Church. 

Apart from these festivals, there are four monthly festivals celebrated by the 
villagers of Daleke. The most important of these is Masya (new moon day). It was 
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made popular by the fifth Sikh Guru, Arjun, after building the big Sikh temple and 
tank at Taran Taran. People come from far and near to take a dip in the holy tank 
and pay their respects to the guru. A cattle fair is also organized on this day on the 
mela ground. It is typical of most Sikh festivals in being also connected with agri- 
culture. All over India, farmers do not yoke their oxen on Masya and observe it as 
a holiday. Masya is also connected with a Moslem petty government official, Massa, 
who donated the land on which Guru Arjun built the temple and the tank. He returned 
the money paid to him as the price of land by the Guru on imploration of his mother’s 
entreaty, and instead, asked for his name to be remembered forever in the world. 
It is believed that it is after his name that the festival is called Masya. The number 
of people coming to Taran Taran on Masyas is enormously large, as whole families 
come to celebrate it. Special religious and political meetings are organized on this day. 
The crowd is so thick in the path around the holy tank that thieves have a field day, 
though posters all around the paths are displayed telling people to beware of thieves 
and pickpockets. The crowds also provide a chance for lovers to run away unnoticed, 
and often rendezvous are fixed for this day. This festival also provides the surrounding 
villagers with an opportunity to meet each other, and many marriages are arranged 
on this day. Also many disputes are settled. The educated young man, who today 
often insists on seeing the girl before marriage, usually gets a chance to see the prospects 
on Masya when the girls go to the temple. Such a procedure does not involve any 
criticism by the neighbors, which is otherwise unavoidable in the village. 

Many temporary shops selling sweetmeats, particularly jalebis, a favorite of the 
villagers, are set up in Taran Taran on this day. Shopkeepers selling merchandise 
and cloth also do a good business. 

The second monthly festival is Punya, which falls on the full moon day. The full 
moon day has assumed special importance because of the birth of the First Sikh Guru 
on this day in the month of Karttika (October-November). It is celebrated in Goindwal 
(eight miles from Daleke), and many villagers go there to pay their respects to the 
Guru and visit their relatives. On this day also, religious and political meetings are 
held in the gurdvara and food is distributed to all free of charge. There is a big well 
attached to this temple with eighty-four steps signifying the eighty-four stages of 
life one has to pass through before attaining salvation. It is believed that if one takes 
a dip in the well after reciting Japjt (the Sikh morning prayer) at each step, he will 
attain salvation without having to go through the various stages. Many attempt to 
do this but only some succeed, while others give up due to exhaustion. 

The third monthly festival is Samgrand, which marks the first day of every Indian 
month. This is celebrated in the village. People go to the gurdvara where the granthi 
reads to them the Guru’s word for the month from the holy book. It contains verses 
especially written for each month and depicts the conception of the soul as “the 
bride seeking the bridegroom, Hari.” A handful of grains is offered at the gurdvara by 
each devotee. All the villagers do not go to the gurdvara. Many come to know what 
has been told about the new month from a person who had been to the gurdvara 
or from the granthi when he comes to their houses to collect food for the gurdvara’s 
kitchen (/angar). 

The Brahman families celebrate Astami—eighth day—in honor of Mata Rani 
(goddess Kali). They prepare special food and distribute it among virgin girls. They 
join the Sikhs in celebrating Masya and Sangrand. While on Masya they also go to 
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the Taran Taran temple; Sangrand is celebrated in their homes. Similarly, Christian 
families go the Taran Taran temple on Masya. 

Thus we find that most of the exclusively Sikh festivals are different from those of 
the Hindus and those Hindu festivals which are celebrated by Sikhs have been 
given added importance due to their connections with some events of Sikh history. 
One thing is certain, however, and this is that the part played by the Brahman in 
their religious life has been completely wiped out. A similar situation is noted among 
the Hindu Jats of Ranikhera but, although the Jats make no use of the Brahman in 
their festivals, they still have to depend upon him for conducting their marriages 
and the functions connected with the life cycle. These functions are performed by 
the granthi in Daleke or, in his absence, by any other elderly person knowing the 
procedure. The Brahman in Daleke has completely lost his superior position because of 
a change in his function, and he now sells merchandise and medicines to make his 
living. He is now at the mercy of the villagers who even brought a Kamboh refugee 
compounder to open a shop in the village when the Brahman “‘doctor’”’ left the village 
last year. When he came back this year to resume his business, he found that many 
of his customers were already patronizing the new doctor. 

This drifting away from the hold of Brahmans, which became very strong after 
the fall of the Sikh kingdom, was caused mainly by the revival movements of Sikh- 
ism—Singh Sabha and Akali. The Daleke villagers know more about the Akali 
movement than that of Singh Sabha. One of the villagers, Hukam Singh, participated 
actively in the movement. He joined the band of Sikhs who went to jail to protest 
against the dethroning of the Sikh ruler of the Nabha State. Besides that, many 
groups of volunteers (they were called jatth@s) passed through this village on their 
way to offer Satyagraha at various places. Such jatthds were fed by the villagers in 
the gurdvara. They were helped with money and grain. The jatthas organized religious 
meetings, explained the purposes of the morcas ‘front,’ and advocated the removal 
of Brahmanistic rituals and customs among the Sikhs. The morca was mainly against 
the priests of the Sikh gurdvaras who had become corrupt and had been behaving as 
if the gurdvaras were their personal property. The British government sided with 
them to protect their rights. The villagers remembered the morcas of Guru Ka Bagh, 
Amritsar, Taran Taran temple and of Nankana’ Sahib (the birthplace of Nanak). 
The Sikh volunteers were beaten mercilessly and sometimes even fired upon. The 
morcas resulted in the formation of a gurdvara management committee consisting 
of 271 members elected by the adult Sikh electorate every five years. A member 
from a nearby village represents Daleke also in the Gurdvara Committee. 

The predominance among the Sikhs of Jats, whose hatred against Brahmans 
seems to be traditional, has been another cause of the break away from Brahmans. 
As long ago as the Vedic period, Jats were degraded from their position of Ksatriyas 
to “Sat Siidras” by Brahmans as a punishment for defying Brahmans. The Jats of 
the Hindi speaking part of the Panjab, of Delhi, and of Uttar Pradesh do not seem 
to have much respect for Brahmans either. 

The Sikhs—a martial group. Sikhism began as a movement of nonviolence, but 
after the martyrdom of the Fifth Guru, Arjun, it began to transform itself into a 
martial group. Sikhs fought their first battles against the Moguls under the leadership 
of their Sixth Guru, Hargobind. Since his time Sikhs have been encouraged to 
present to the guru good horses, swords, guns and other weapons of warfare instead 
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of grains, clothes, and money. The Sikhs who performed feats of bravery were greatly 
honored by the guru. This drift from nonviolence to belief in the “efficiency of the 
sword” was complete by the time of the Tenth Guru, Gobind Singh (after the Ninth 
Guru had sacrificed his life for refusing to embrace Islam). He changed the Sikhs 
‘disciples’ into Singhs ‘lions’ by giving them a special initiation ceremony, amrit 
cakhna (the drinking of nectar prepared by stirring a double edged sword in the 
water contained in an iron bowl). Sugar was added by his wife to this water, and 
five Sikh hymns were recited while preparing this amit ‘nectar.’ Those so baptized 
were required to keep five symbols: uncut hair, iron ring, comb, underwear, and 
a dagger. The Guru built fortresses and organized Sikhs into a regular army and 
fought many battles against the Moguls. The struggle against the Moguls was carried 
on after him by his followers. It became strong when the government happened to 
be weak and was suppressed when the government happened to be strong. Often the 
Sikhs were driven into the forests for refuge, and their only home was on their horses. 
They used to pounce upon the Mogul and Afghan armies and run away with the loot. 
This went on for quite awhile, and finally, when the government of Delhi became 
very weak, the Sikhs became rulers, and different bands of Sikhs, under their chiefs, 
reigned over certain territories. Thus twelve misals were formed which were later 
amalgamated by Maharaja Ranjit Singh into one kingdom. 

Channels of communication of Sikh history. The villagers of Daleke remember 
these events of Sikh history vividly and speak of the days when a price of forty rupees 
was laid on each Sikh head. The main source of knowledge of their history is the 
presence of hundreds of gurdvaras in the Panjab commemorating their gurus and 
heroes. This is particularly true for the Majha area, comprising the districts of Amritsar, 
Ferozepore, and Gurdaspur. Annual religious meetings accompanied by cattle fairs 
and other fairs are organized in these gurdvaras and many villagers go to attend these. 
On these days, special discourses and lectures relating the deeds of the particular 
guru or hero are held. Other channels of communication of their history are the 
meetings held in the village gurdvara to celebrate various monthly and annual festivals. 
Pracaraks (preachers), trained in the Sikh Missionary College, Amritsar, are sent by 
the Gurdvara Prabhandak Committee to address these meetings. The well known 
ragis ‘musicians’ are also invited to sing the gurus’ hymns and they also relate certain 
events from the life of the gurus and Sikh history. The most liked singers are the 
Dhadhis—the traditional folk bards. They sing folk tunes and have the sarangi and 
small drums as their musical instruments. They used to sing the various rags of warlike 
nature during the battles of the Sikhs. One of the villagers, a carpenter, plays the 
sarangi and is often a member of the group of Dhadhis. His knowledge of Sikh history 
seems to be very wide and he possesses about twenty books on it. 

Occasionally, some famous sant ‘saint’ comes to the village and people go to listen 
to him. His discourses are usually concerned with the Sikh scriptures. Often political 
meetings are organized by various candidates seeking election. The Akali party’s 
political meetings are always preceded by religious discourses, and their political 
speeches are punctuated and embellished with events of Sikh history. This procedure 
is followed by other political parties also, but to a lesser extent. The Sikh prayer read 
at the close of all religious and social functions in a Sikh gurdvara or home contains 
verses composed by Guru Gobind Singh invoking God and the first nine gurus, as 
well as rhythmic prose composed by generations of Sikhs relating the various events 





A Sikh Village 497 


of their history. This prayer has been gradually extended to include the recent events 
of Sikh history. A reference is made in suitable terms to the Sikhs killed during the 
partition of the Panjab, and to the present-day difficulties. This prayer helps greatly 
to keep the Sikhs informed regarding their history through the present. 

The gurdvara’s granthi also served as a schoolteacher before a government school 
was opened. He taught his pupils elements of Sikh history, along with the alpha- 
bets. Daleke children going to the high school at Taran Taran attend the Khalsa 
(Sikh) High School. One hour is alloted daily to the teaching of the Sikh holy book. 
A competitive examination is conducted throughout the Panjab by the Gurdvara 
Prabhandak Committee to test the ability of Sikh students in their history and scrip- 
tures. Prizes and scholarships are awarded to the successful candidates. 

Besides the schools and gurdvaras, Sikh children learn about their history in their 
homes and the sath (a common meeting place near the gurdvara). Grandmothers 
and grandfathers usually relate the stories of the brave deeds of the Sikh Gurus and 
heroes to their children at bedtime. Similarly, the children often surround an old 
man in the sath and implore him to tell them stories. On festive occasions and cele- 
brations in the village gurdvara, children are encouraged to read poems, sing hymns, 
and make speeches relating to the heroic and saintly virtues of the gurus. 

The Mirasis, the Moslem musicians who used to live by begging, were another 
channel of communication of Sikh history. When begging before a Sikh house, they 
sang the praises of the Sikh gurus or related events from the Sikh rule. The verses 
composed in Panjabi by a Moslem poet, Mohammed Shah, in connection with the 
Sikh wars against the British, were great favorites of the villagers. The Mirasis left 
for Pakistan in 1947 following partition. Some of them, however, still are invited to 
India to sing hymns from Sikh scriptures in the gurdvaras. 

Another source of information is the written literature. All houses which have at 
least one person who can read have some books. Most of these books concern the 
lives of Sikh Gurus, Sikh generals and other heroes. Mostly the villagers read small 
pamphlets of twenty or thirty pages costing only two to four annas, and these are 
written in folk tunes to be sung easily by the villagers. Occasionally a farmer is heard 
singing the praises of the guru when ploughing his fields. The most popular pamphlets, 
as is evident from the sales of a shopkeeper in the fair of Jogi Pir, are poems regarding 
Guru Gobind Singh, Guru Nanak, the martyrdom of Guru Arjan and the subsequent 
concern of Candu’s daughter-in-law (Candu had issued orders to torture the Guru), 
the stealing of horses by Bidhi Cand (from a Mogul provincial governor who had 
forcibly taken them), the Birth of the Khalsa, the martyrdom of Guru Teg Bahadur, 
and the martyrdom of the four sons of Guru Gobind Singh, etc. Pamphlets containing 
the famous Panjabi folktales like Hir Ranjha, Sohni Mahival, and Piiran Bhagat, 
as well as tales about famous dacoits and modern fashions, are also sold in large number 
at these fairs. 

Stress on health. The transformation of the Sikh community from a band of peaceful 
disciples into a warrior race created new values among the people. A high premium is 
placed on good health and manliness. A coward is the most despised person in Daleke. 
In order to “measure’”’ a new visitor to the village a few jerks are administered to him 
for endurance and strength, and, if he can stand them, he is considered really worthy 
of friendship. The main topic of discussion among the young and the old is health. 
If someone can tell them how to improve their health, the villagers will listen for 
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hours. The first thing looked at in a prospective son-in-law is his health, and, similarly, 
one wants to know when selecting a wife whether she is strong enough to cook food 
for ten to fifteen people. 

The hardy work of a farmer provides enough opportunity for developing muscles 
and body, but sports form an especially integral aspect of a Sikh village life. In Daleke 
kabaddt is played daily either in the fields or near the school. This game is very popular 
in all parts of Northern India. A group of men divides itself into two, and each half 
stands on either side of a line. One person from one group crosses the line to enter the 
other group’s “territory” and chants “kabaddi, kabaddi’”’ while holding his breath 
throughout. The members of the other group try to catch him and he tries to get 
away to his side after touching one or two persons of the other side without stopping 
his utterance of “‘kabaddz” or losing his breath. This game calls for great stamina. 
Young men of Daleke also practice wrestling, and their best wrestlers enter in the 
intervillage wrestling competitions. On such occasions the village men accompany 
their wrestlers or kabaddi teams to encourage them by shouting and betting. If a 
wrestler or a kabaddi team of the village is victorious in a competition, it becomes an 
occasion for rejoicing, and meat and wine are taken in plenty. 

Another game which is not very common now involves still greater stamina. A 
man goes running half a mile towards another and strikes hard with both his hands on 
another’s chest. Then comes the turn of the second person to strike the first on his 
chest with both hands. They go on doing so until the first person, who has to run 
backwards, reaches the starting point. 

Often the young men of Daleke organize weight lifting competitions. In the 
harvesting season, when the harvested crop is carried home on the heads, bets are 
laid as to who can lift a particularly heavy bundle. The usual stakes are either a bottle 
of wine or cash money, or both. Sometimes, when a donkey or a horse carrying a 
heavy load passes through the sath, those assembled there place a bet as to who can 
lift it singlehanded or with both hands. Once bets were laid on lifting a concrete 
electric pole lying in the sath. Jeeps of the community projects or heavy ploughs or 
even heavy persons are some of the other objects that are used for weight lifting 
competitions. 

Cycle races are also held among Daleke villagers, with the objective of reaching 
Taran Taran earlier. They usually carry one and sometimes three persons on their 
cycles. One carrying more people and taking less time is considered to be a hero 
and is much talked about in the village. Once a young man was carried by a lady 
teacher of the village embroidery school on her cycle from Daleke to Taran Taran. 
While the people praised the strength of the lady school teacher, the man who was 
carried was much laughed at for many days after the incident. 

People love to keep good horses and usually go to marriages and to visit friends 
on horseback. Competitions are held among the horseriders. There were twenty-four 
horses in Daleke before the floods, and at present only six horses remain ia the village. 
Most of them have been sold due to lack of fodder and the need for money for other 
necessities of life. Moreover, cycles also have replaced horses, but most of these cycles 
are like “‘unbridled horses,” as they have no brakes, bells, or lights. 

The accent on health is evident from childhood. The children, especially boys, 
are given hard slaps on their backs and are given other jerks. They are encouraged 
to play games requiring considerable stamina and are even encouraged to fight while 
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others simply watch. When children try to ride on the rear of the jeep or a tractor, 
nobody stops them from doing so. Many happened to be thrown over because of a 
loose hold. But when their parents were asked why they had not tried to stop them to 
avoid such injuries, their reply was that this experience would make them strong and 
hardy and would enable them to stand such falls in the future. Two Daleke children 
are in the school “‘elevens” in hockey and volley ball at Taran Taran. 

The Community Projects Block also organizes intervillage competitions in races, 
kabaddi wrestling, and volley ball on the Republic Day. These competitions are 
enthusiastically welcomed and fully participated in. The Community Project Block 
has also opened recreation centers and organized youth clubs along the lines of the 
4-H Clubs. There is no such club at Daleke, but one exists at Pallasor, which has a 
good membership. 

Other pastimes for the young and the old are the ability to twist each other’s 
arm or opening each other’s tightly closed fists. 

Good health is so much prized by the Daleke villagers that they openly criticize 
the police for having recently killed the three dacoits who had been terrorizing the 
area for six months. The villagers had to keep vigil for all these months and were 
kept awake for many nights for fear of an attack by these dacoits on the village. 
The explanation given for being sorry was at the destruction of such nicely built 
bodies. They would have liked the police to capture them and despatch them with 
a small force to conquer Pakistan or Kashmir or any other rebellious part of the country 
like the Nagas, as would have been done by Maharaja Ranjit Singh. 

Good food. Good food accompanies good health, and one often hears in Daleke, 
“Eat this, it is good for your health.” The daily food of an average villager consists of 
chapattis prepared from wheat in summer and from maize in winter, with plenty of 
buttermilk and one green vegetable or pulses. Tea is very common and is drunk at 
least twice a day; but this tea contains plenty of milk. Butter and ghee are added in 
plenty to the vegetables or pulses. Butter and ghee are also eaten alone. The prasad 
distributed in the Sikh gurdvaras also requires equal quantities of ghee, flour, and 
sugar. It is often prepared at home on festive occasions. The people of Majha have 
been well-known for their possession of highly bred buffaloes. The number of buffaloes 
giving milk in Daleke is 345. Even the poor tenants try to buy a buffalo in order 
to have enough milk and ghee for their family. Meat, usually goat, is eaten on festive 
occasions. Once a month the Mehra kills a goat in the Sikh manner (i.e., at one stroke) 
and sells the meat to the villagers. A few bring meat occasionally from Taran Taran. 
No one except two Brahman brothers in Daleke claims to be vegetarian. One of 
the Brahman brothers also eats meat and drinks wine. 

The quantity of food eaten is also large. An average villager eats chapattis, made 
often from about half a seer of wheat or maize flour, and drinks half a liter of tea at 
one time. During the summer he drinks at least three liters of buttermilk in one day. 
Bets are laid on the number of chapattis, meat, or sweets eaten, or sugar cane juice 
or milk drunk. People who can drink ten liters of milk or sugar cane juice at one 
time are well-known in the village. Food given to males and females in the house is 
similar, although the boys studying in schools are occasionally given a larger helping 
of butter and ghee in order to help their brain. 

Drinking of wine is very common among the Daleke villagers. The number of 
persons (males) who have never drunk any wine is only two in the whole village, 
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while about fifteen persons drink wine daily. Others drink on festivals; at marriages, 
wine is not only provided by the bridegroom’s and bride’s parents, but the members 
of the marriage party buy wine at their own cost and drink together. At one Jat 
marriage, the members of the party spent forty rupees each on wine. Whenever a 
guest comes to visit, he is offered wine. In fact, offering of wine to a guest signifies 
respect for him, and sons-in-law and brothers-in-law are always treated to a feast 
of wine and meat. Some visitors bring a bottle of wine with them and the host then 
has to offer them more wine. On Lohri day, when Daleke is facing extreme cold, 
the villagers drink wine in plenty and one often hears the challenging voices of men 
from each house. Disputes and fights are common on this day. 

Wine is not drunk alone, but in groups. These groups usually consist of relatives 
and friends. Persons belonging to a hostile group or enemies never drink wine together. 
They may be sometimes invited and murdered, and the murderers enter a plea of 
having killed them while intoxicated. 

Most of the wine drunk in the village is country made. It is usually distilled by 
the Mazhbis from gu ‘brown sugar.’ For a special guest, distilled wine may be bought 
from the government licensed shop. Foreign liquor has been tasted by only a few, 
and they prefer to drink wine made from guy, to which they have added many spices. 
It is drunk, usually, mixed with water or aerated water. One of the shopkeepers 
sells aerated water, which he gets daily from Taran Taran. A person who can drink 
more wine than others and still remain in his senses is considered to be very brave 
and superior to others. 

The stress on military qualities has created a love for arms. There are six licensed 
guns owned by rich Jagirdars of Daleke. Every home possesses a number of large 
swords and spears. Nobody goes to Masyd or any other festival without arms. A person 
having no arms is ridiculed by his friends as being effeminate. He may not wear a 
gold necklace (which he likes to do) but is sure to be carrying a weapon which may 
be a sword, spear, pistol or gun. These arms are freely used during fights in the fairs, 
fields, or in the village. 

Many persons from Daleke have joined the Indian army. Sikhs have always 
been regarded as good soldiers and even today are reckoned among the first of the 
Indian Army. Most of the villagers from Daleke serving in the army are Mazhbis. 
There are twenty-seven pensioners, and fifteen young men are still serving in the 
army among them. Ten Jats have also served in the army. The highest rank attained 
in the army by any Daleke villager has been that of Havildar (Sergeant), although 
in the surrounding villages many have been commissioned and risen to the rank of 
colonels and captains. Military service was the first preference of school children 
regarding occupation. The next preference was for police. Nobody from Daleke 
works in the Police Department, although two Jats have served as policemen in 
Shanghai. . 

The Daleke villagers are very adventurous and often leave their village in search 
of better jobs or to supplement their earnings in the village. Their wanderlust (typical 
of Sikhs) has carried sixty-five of them overseas during the last forty years, thirty 
of these being soldiers who visited Africa, the Middle East, and Europe during the 
last two World Wars. One of them, a Jat, lived for seven years (1914-21) in Canada 
and the United States. He worked there as a farm laborer and speaks some English. 
His brother worked as a policeman in Shanghai. A Tarkhan has settled in East Africa 
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as an engineer. The Brahman brothers at one time opened shops in Burma and stayed 
there for over ten years. Another Tarkhan is working on Hirakund Dam (1,200 miles 
away) while one Tarkhan works in Bombay (1,100 miles away). About twenty Mazhbis 
have left Daleke to work as laborers on Bhakra Dam and other dams where strong 
people are well paid. Most of them maintain their families in the village. Six of the 
Kumhar boys who have learned weaving now work in Amritsar textile mills. 

The reason given by the villagers for leaving the village every now and then to 
make their living was a desire on their part to live like Sardars (chiefs). They want to 
maintain a good standard of living, and to attain it they do not hesitate to do any 
work. . 

Sikhism gives equal importance to all occupations and lays unequivocal stress on 
the dignity of labor. There is nothing which a Daleke villager is ashamed to do. The 
removal of cow dung and other refuse is considered to be the work of Mazhbis, but 
poorer Jats, Kambohs, and others make cakes from cowdung for their own use. Similarly 
it is women’s duty to bring water from the well if the family has not engaged a Mehra, 
but men are also often to be seen carrying water on their heads. Food is usually carried 
for the Sepis and others in the fields by children or servants, but often we find a Sardar 
(the employer) taking food himself to his workers in the fields. Food for everybody 
in the house, including the family members as well as Sepis and other servants, is 
cooked by the mistress of the house. A great stress is laid on service. The master of 
the house takes pride in serving his guests himself, even though when alone he himself 
is served by servants. When they visit the gurdvara they willingly fan those assembied 
there, clean, and take care of the shoes of the visitors, prepare prasad and food for 
the Jangar ‘kitchen.’ If any construction work is going on, every one gives a helping 
hand. The artisan Sikhs work for a day or two free of charge, while others help carry 
bricks and mortar. A number of Daleke villagers participated in the cleaning of the 
tank around the Golden Temple and at Taran Taran. Recently an approach road 
was built connecting the temple Bidh Sabib (fifteen miles away) with the main road, 
through voluntary labor. This was one of the most successful projects of the Com- 
munity Project Block in the area. The example has been put to good use by them to 
build other roads through voluntary labor. 

No infringement of freedom. The Daleke villagers are of a very independent frame of 
mind, and do not stand any infringement of their freedom. One author has remarked 
that the Sikhs of this area neither fear God nor the law, if they are carrying a weapon, 
even a stick. This is probably true if we add, “if the Sikh has a bottle of wine inside 
him.” Most of the quarrels resulting in murders are caused by trifles like, “I will 
shout, who are you to stop me?” or “I shall go through this field, who are you to 
stop me?” They do not bother about others’ opinion, and will go on doing as they 
like. The only persons whose opinion, or rather ridicule, matters are their women. 

Every one in Daleke, or, for that matter, in the whole of Majha, wants to become 
a leader, and Majha has produced some of the best leaders of all types—politicians, 
reformers, saints, sportsmen and dacoits. Their aggressive nature combined with good 
physique and an enormous power for creating intrigues prepares them well for this 
role. Other factors helping them are discipline and organization, which have been 
inculcated into them by their military tradition. The Sarpanc of the village is one of 
' the most ambitious persons and is working assiduously on a five year plan of serving 
the people of his area. His ultimate aim is election to the Panjab Legislature and a 
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Ministership in the Panjab Government. Others are less ambitious, but none of 
them wants to become a clerk. All aspire to be officers. 

Women of Daleke. The women of Daleke are as upright and manly as the men. 
They ride horses admirably and are often seen on horseback going to Masya at Taran 
Taran. The men walk on foot if they do not have an extra horse. Many folktales 
describing the bravery of women warriors are current in the area. Although division 
of labor has resulted in the polarization of duties of men and women—men work in 
the fields while women work in the house—many women give a helping hand to 
their husbands in the fields. Most of the women do not observe purdah, but it is very 
strictly observed in the Jagirdar families and by young brides. Women are not allowed 
to keep their faces veiled in the gurdvara according to Sikh tradition, and there they 
usually sit a little farther away from the persons from whom they should hide their 
faces, i.e., father-in-law and elder brother-in-law. As a woman grows older (about 
thirty-five to forty years) she discards purdah and moves in and out of the house 
very freely. Fifteen families among various castes were known to have women as 
their heads. In one case a widow has kept one of her daughters and her husband in 
her home. She employs sepis and sees to every detail of agriculture from sowing to 
harvesting herself. She is quite fearless and goes alone with a stick to watch over the 
watering of her fields through the irrigation channels. She has often rounded up her 
son-in-law from a group of wine drinkers. Another widow runs a petty shop selling 
sugar, spices, etc. The cases of two other widows in the village are similar. In eleven 
other families, although the husbands are living, nothing important is decided without 
prior consent of their wives. 

In the remaining families men are undisputed heads, and whether they consult 
their women folk or not depends on their discretion. The wives are usually consulted 
in matters concerning marriages or giving gifts to relatives on various festive occasions. 
They are even consulted on matters concerning agriculture or disputes. In fact, in 
most of the families, the men do most of the shopping for their women. Occasionally 
an elderly woman of the house may accompany men (usually grown-up sons) to help 
in the selection of clothes and cosmetics. The daughters-in-law apprise her or their 
husbands of their wishes. 

However, the woman, particularly the eldest, is the supreme ruler inside the home. 
She divides the household work among the daughters and daughters-in-law. She 
supervises the work of the servants in the house, stores the grain, cotton, and other 
agricultural products. Her opinion is sought in the selection of brides or sons-in-law. 
She also decides the daily menu. She is invariably the cashier of the house; this task 
may be assigned to a younger woman in the family if she is literate and can keep 
written accounts. But the woman cannot spend the money deposited with her, and 
must always ask the permission of her husband or son, whichever is the head of the 
family. 

Women are not allowed to participate in the meetings of the pancayats, and none 
of them has been elected as a member of the panc@yat, but they wield a great influence 
through their husbands, brothers and sons. A lot of lobbying goes on behind the 
scenes, and women play a great role in it. Their usual method is a constant repetition 
of their request accompanied by weeping, threats to leave the house, or demanding 
what they want as a favor after having pleased their men with their charms. It is 
worthwhile to note that even though most of the men interviewed in Daleke declared 
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that they did not listen much to the advice of women, most of the joint families have 
broken up into smaller units because of fights between different women of the house. 
When the interviewees were asked to explain this anomaly, they said that even a 
hard stone breaks when it is struck constantly by clothes, and that they were only 
human beings. They try to pacify their wives in the beginning, but when the women 
constantly insist on separation, the men accede to their request. 

In fact, there are not more than three joint families in Daleke. The brothers may 
till their lands cooperatively, but they live and cook their food separately. Even in 
the case of two out of the three joint families, it is only one brother who resides in 
the village, the others living in another village. Also a definite trend toward the shifting 
of stronger ties from consanguineal to affinal relationships was noticed. The old men 
described this change as a shift from ‘“‘turban-relationships” to those of “skirts.” 
This is happening because bitter feelings are created, usually among brothers, on 
distribution of land and other property, while the wife’s relatives have nothing to 
lose although they may give him something. 

Female infanticide was very common among Jats about forty years ago. This 
practice was condemned by the Sikh Gurus, but persisted for some time as girls 
were considered to be a burden on the family on account of the dowry system. The 
last case of infanticide in this village occurred about fifty years ago. 


NOTE 


1 This paper is dedicated to my “guru,” Oscar Lewis, University of Illinois, who initiated me 
into village studies. It is based on the field work in Daleke (Amritsar District) from July 1956 
to November 1957. Fieldwork was carried on with the assistance of Shris A. S. Sethi, Ram 
Narain, M. G. Oswal, Darshan Singh and Mrs. Balbir K. Singh. Fieldwork was supported by a 
grant-in-aid by Robert Redfield of the University of Chicago. I am indebted to P. C. Biswas, 
Head of the Anthropology Department, Delhi University and Milton Singer for their valuable 
guidance and advice in fieldwork and preparation of this paper. I am thankful to R. N. Bansal 
for valuable comments on this paper. I owe grateful thanks to S. Dilbagh Singh, Sarpanch of 
Daleke, for his hospitality and assistance in fieldwork. The assistance of G. S. Malhi, Block 
Development Officer, Taran Taran in the selection of the village, making contacts and in pro- 
viding secretarial work is also acknowledged. To all those mentioned above I wish to express 
my deep appreciation and gratitude, and to extend my sincere thanks and best wishes. 


Delhi University 
Delhi, India 





TRIBAL CULTURES OF PENINSULAR 
INDIA AS A DIMENSION OF LITTLE 
TRADITION IN THE STUDY OF 
INDIAN CIVILIZATION: 

A PRELIMINARY STATEMENT 


By Surajir SINHA 


INTRODUCTION 


HE Genesis and functioning of indigenous civilizations has been conceived by 

Redfield and Singer as involving continued interaction between a Great Tradi- 

tion, as abstracted and systematized by the specialist literati, mainly in urban 
centers, and the Little Traditions of little communities.' A social group that perpetuates 
Little Traditions in relation to a civilization is labelled a “‘peasant community,” as dis- 
tinguished from the isolated self-sufficient ‘‘folk-society”” which Redfield conceived 
as an ideal type in his earlier work.* Unlike the ideal folk society, the peasant society is 
in continuous interaction with “country-wide networks” tied to one or more urban 
centers. The urban dimension of a primary civilization is mainly a product of elabora- 
tion and systematization of a core culture pattern shared by the peasant hinterland. 
Thus, in the course of a specific study of the peasant community at Kishan Garhi, 
Marriott finds it articulated with the Indian universe through various aspects of its 
social structure and also through its religious culture.* Such persistent and numerous 
channels of communication between the peasant’s village and the larger culture com- 
munity of the Great Tradition of India are a general characteristic of peasantry all 
through North India, and to a somewhat limited extent, also in other parts of India.® 

In this paper, we are concerned with conceptualizing the socio-cultural position 
of the little communities forming the so-called tribal belt of peninsular India® in 
relation to the study of Indian civilization. These communities demand special con- 
sideration, for here we find communication with the larger universe of Indian civiliza- 
tion relatively more restricted and interrupted, although in not a single case is the 
community completely shut off from contact with what we call the great culture 
community of India. 

The tribal belt of central and southern India comprises about fifteen million people, 
of whom about forty-eight percent did not declare themselves as Hindu during the 
1931 census. We can conjecture with a reasonable degree of certainty that the bulk 
of the remaining fifty-two percent, a large majority of whom declared themselves as 
Hindu, were not consciously Hindu at a time one, two, three, four, five, or some more 
hundred years back. If, for the sake of operational advantage, we take “consciousness 
of being a Hindu” as the diagnostic criterion of a persisting link with the Great 
Tradition of India, then we may be prompted, by taking a middle range perspective 
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of history, to exclude this group from the scope of our main interest, namely, the 
study of the development of Indian civilization. 

Aside from this picture of isolation, however, we have also another set of observa- 
tions. Although these tribal communities are relatively more isolated in their active 
contact with the larger culture community of the Great Tradition, compared to a 
traditional Hindu peasant community, it is still important to note that everywhere 
within the Indian mainland, these tribal communities have been in touch with the 
traditional network of weekly markets whereby they are involved in economic sym- 
biosis with at least ten or more Hindu castes. This has been going on for at least a 
hundred years in most cases. Besides this participation in the organized market system, 
the tribal communities are, in most areas, in intimate contact with at least four Hindu 
or Hinduized artisan castes: the blacksmith, the basketry maker, the potter, and the 
weaver. Interaction with these artisan groups extends beyond economic symbiosis 
to other aspects of social life, such-as ceremonial friendship, participation in common 
festivals, and so on. 

Leaving the problem of genesis aside, and restricting ourselves to an observation 
of the contemporary scene, these little tribal communities would thus fall within the 
“social field” of the Great Tradition of India. Whether they fall within the “ideological 
field” of the Great Tradition or not demands closer examination. 

If we look at this tribal belt in a broad impressionistic manner, three points strike 
our attention: 1) the overall characteristics of the socio-cultural system of these 
tribal communities are distinguishable from those of the traditional Hindu peasant 
communities; 2) there are significant elements of continuity between the two kinds 
of socio-cultural systems; 3) all over central and southern India we find the tribal 
communities in a process of transformation which brings them closer to peasant 
Hindu communities—there is not a single tribe in this belt that is completely un- 
affected by Hinduism. 

Keeping the above impressions in mind, we can perhaps conceptualize the position 
of the Little Traditions of these tribal communities in one of the following three ways. 

Firstly, these tribal cultures seem apparently to be outside the main historical 
current of the development of Indian civilization. The only way to study them in 
relation to that civilization will be in terms of numerous particular acculturation 
studies involving the contact of tribal cultures with already formed centers of Indian 
civilization. 

Secondly, following Kroeber’s paper on “The Ancient Oikumene,” the tribal 
cultures may be conceived of as a backward branch of traditional Indian civilization: 


The primitives in the area, or adjoining it, derive their cultures mainly from the civilizations 
characteristic of the Ozkumene as a whole through reductive selection. They preserve old 
elements which their retardation make them unable or unwilling to accept. Basically, however, 
these retarded or primitive cultures in or adjacent to the Ozkumene are fully intelligible only 
in terms of ‘oecumenical civilizations’, They usually add to what they share some lesser 
measure of their own proper peculiarities and originations and they have developed a dis- 
tinctive style of their own. But in the main these backward cultures depend and derive from 
the greater ones whose nexus we have been considering.’ 


Lastly, the tribal cultures give us an idea of the initial primitive level of cultural 
raw materials that contributed to the development of Indian civilization. The con- 
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temporary tribal cultures represent a relatively untransformed section of the original 
primitive culture, arrested in its development mainly as a result of ecological factors 
of isolation and also perhaps because of some unknown series of historical accidents. 

The first one of this series of conceptualizations is the safest and most noncommittal 
but analytically the least incisive. I am inclined to keep it in reserve only as the last 
alternative, if other more bold and committed approaches fail. 

The second approach suggested by Kroeber is appealing and in a way very similar 
to our third approach, but with a reversed starting point. Here we are looking from 
the top, namely, from civilization down to the primitive isolate. Kroeber’s assumption, 
that “... in the main these backward cultures depend and derive from the greater 
ones . . .,”” appears true if we look at the contemporary, recent or middle range his- 
torical scene, when civilization is dominantly established for a major area of the Indian 
mainland. 

But taking a long range perspective of history, we are led to the third approach, 
reminiscent of the old-fashioned evolutionary approach. Here we see the problem 
of genesis starting from the primitive isolate and looking upwards. Such an approach 
seems to the author to be the most promising and in conformity with available data. 
There is, however, no way of providing long range historical documentation in support 
of this last approach. We shall examine the data mainly on a synchronic level by 
examining socio-cultural systems at different levels of integration, and thus try to 
reach the middle range of historical depth wherever possible. 

As an essential first step, we will attempt to isolate a series of functionally related 
characteristics that distinguish the tribal communities as a whole from the Hindu 
peasant communities. This will be the main concern of the present paper. Later on, 
we may take up a comparative study of the transformation scene, with a view to 
isolating some of the persistent processes of change in the social-structural and ideo- 
logical dimensions in the cultural system. 

In Redfield’s writings, again, I find a favorable pointer to my selection of the third 
way of conceptualization. He puts it remarkably well when he describes Indian 
peasant society as follows: “‘It is as if the characteristic social structure of the primitive 
self-contained community had been dissected out and its components spread about a 
wide area. Rural India is primitive or tribal society rearranged to fit a civilization.”® 
He characterizes the growth of indigenous civilization as a “conversion of tribal 
people into peasantry.” Evidently, the conversion cannot be conceived as a quick 
process reached in one step with equal intensity throughout precivilized tribal India. 

There were, in all probability, multiple focal points (spatially speaking) of develop- 
ment of civilization—with urban or urbanlike centers and peasant hinterland—from 
which acculturative influences spread out to the as yet untransformed, but genetically 
related, outlying tribal groups. This process of transformation has not reached its 
logical limit in contemporary India. The primitive tribal belt of today may thus be 
conceived as the yet untransformed residue of tribal cultures; and in the acculturation 
or transformation scene of tribal cultures of today we are likely to discover some of 
the basic processes involved in the building up of the indigenous civilization of India. 

Among the earlier workers seriously interested in the relation of tribal cultures 
to the traditional Hindu cultural system, we may mention Risley, Hutton, Roy, 
O’Malley, Elwin and numerous census commissioners. On the one hand, they have 
indicated numerous elements of similarity between tribal religions and popular 
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Hinduism, while, on the other, they have, with the possible exception of Hutton, 
implied or stated that tribal cultures are essentially unrelated to the core pattern of 
classical Hinduism which was imported by the Aryan conquerors. This latter hypothesis, 
however, is being modified in the light of excavations connected with the Indus 
valley civilization. John Marshall clearly shows many roots of puranic or classical 
Hinduism in the Indus valley civilization.* Although there is a general consensus of 
opinion that the builders of that civilization were pre-Aryan, we are still on no sure 
ground about their actual identity. It is possible, as some speculate, that they were 
related to the ancient progenitors of the contemporary Dravidian culture of South 
India. In any case, the system of religious belief of the above mentioned primitive 
tribes needs to be more carefully compared with the Hinduism of the peasants, as 
also with classical Hinduism. 

A general limitation of the earlier approaches is that they have uniformly used 
religious belief as an isolated topic for comparison, instead of using a more holistic, 
functionally integrated framework. Marriott’s Master’s thesis entitled “Growth of 
Caste in India” (1949) is a refreshing departure from this procedure. Here he examines 
eleven tribes of the central Indian belt with the hope of isolating some of the major 
persistent processes involved in the growth of the caste system. He uses the “‘accul- 
turative or synthetic approach” to the study with exclusive reference to social structure. 
His approach is of special interest to us; for here he examines, from the available 
literature, rudiments of the process of development of the caste system, mainly as a 
result of interactions within the tribal zone. Marriott, however, is not entirely satisfied 
with his social-structural framework: “. . . the significance of a general background of 
Hindu cultural influences, especially the influence of religious ideas, may have been 
unduly neglected in this thesis . . . .”” Following his lead we may approach the material 
in a broader perspective. 

In our discussion of tribal India, we roughly limit ourselves to fifteen million 
people living in and around Peninsular India, covering the hills, plateaus and the 
neighboring plains of Bombay, Madhya Pradesh, Hyderabad, Orissa, southern Bihar 
and West Bengal. In order of their numerical importance, the principal tribes are 
the Gond, Santal, Bhil, Oraon, Kondh, Munda, Bhuiya, Ho, Savara Kol, Korku, 
Pahariya and Baiga. They represent communities at various levels of economic effi- 
ciency: the Birhor and the Hill Kharia live by dependence on hunting and collecting; 
the Baiga or Hill Bhuiya similarly depend on shifting cultivation, while the Munda, 
Ho, Santal, and Bhumij practice settled agriculture. Some of these tribes living in 
relatively interior areas have been very lightly touched by Hinduism, namely, the 
Baiga or the Ho of Kolhan, while at the other extreme there are tribes such as the 
Bhumij of Manbhum or the Raj Gond of Madhya Pradesh, who declared themselves 
as Hindu in the census of 1931. 

The languages of these tribal groups of Peninsular India belong primarily to two 
stocks, the Munda or Kherwari and the Dravidian. The Munda speaking tribes, 
such as the Ho, Kharia, Munda, and Santal, are restricted in their distribution to 
Chotanagpur plateau and surrounding areas, while the major habitat of the Dravidian 
speaking tribes, such as the Gond, Khond, Bison-horn Reddi, Kadar, etc., is in central 
and southern India. A few of these tribes, again, like the Bhil of central India and the 
Bhumij of Manbhum, have used Indo-Aryan languages in place of their original 
tongue for quite some time. 
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Physical anthropologists of the past have specified the physical features of the 
group as follows: short to medium stature, wavy black hair, dark skin color, dolicho- 
cephalic head and platyrrhine nose. Guha labels them Proto-Australoid as distinguished 
from the Mediterranean type of South India, represented mainly by the Dravidian 
speakers. With the exception of narrower nose, the latter’s physical features are 
almost identical with those of the so-called Proto-Australoids.’° (Guha 1937). 

Hutton, since the census operation of 1931, has made a somewhat arbitrary and 
neat speculation about racial migrations and cultural developments in India. In 
Hutton’s view, there have been successive waves of migration of peoples into India, 
bringing in different cultures. Contemporary Indian population and civilization, 
according to Hutton, is an amalgam of all these. The successive series, as he sees them, 
are Negrito, Proto-Australoid, Early Mediterranean, and finally, the Later Mediter- 
ranean, Alpine, and Nordic, all these having come through the northwestern gateway. 
From the northeast came the various Mongoloid groups, about whose relative date 
of entry Hutton is not certain.™ 

Arthur Keith questions Guha’s and Hutton’s hypothesis that the early population 
of India was entirely received through immigration: ‘Yet, strange to say, all or nearly 
all, who have sought to explain the differentiation of the population of India into 
racial types have sought the solution of this problem outside the Peninsula. They 
have never attempted to ascertain how far India has bred her own races.... No 
doubt India has been invaded over and over again; certain racial types are of extraneous 
origin. But one would venture the opinion that eight-five per cent of the blood of India 
is native to the soil. At least it is urgently necessary that our eyes should be focussed 
more directly on the possibility of India being an evolutionary field—both now and 
in former times.’ Following this lead of Keith, S. S. Sarkar prefers to use the term 
“Veddid” for the Dravidian speaking, mainly forest dwelling, tribes of South India 
wh« are, according to him, the true autochthones of India. Within this group, he 
tentatively includes the Urali, Kanikkar, and Muthuvan of Travancore; the Paniyan 
of Wynad, Malabar; the Sholga, the Kurumba and the Irula of the Nilgiris; the 
Chenchu of Hyderabad and the Kadar and the Malsar of Cochin. Sarkar distinguishes 
the autochthonous Dravidian speaking Veddid racial stock from the Munda speaking 
tribes, who are regarded by him as later immigrants to the Indian soil. 

In the absence of datable fossil human remains and adequate cultural data, we 
are not yet in a position to take too definite a stand on this controversial issue, par- 
ticularly with reference to the chronological aspect of it. 

We can perhaps say with some confidence that the Aryan speakers are later arrivals 
on the Indian scene compared to the main carriers of Munda and Dravidian lan- 
guages.” In all probability the basic orientation of India’s primary civilization was 
laid before the Aryan intrusion, through prolonged interaction of the Little Traditions 
of the Munda and Dravidian little communities. If the measurements on the Mohen- 
jodaro skeletal remains published by Marshall, Mackay, Sewell and Guha are taken 
at their face value, we find evidences both of “‘Proto-Australoid” and “‘Mediterranean”’ 
types in the urbanized population. If the Mediterranean type be identified with the 
ancestors of modern “non-Proto-Australoid” “non-Veddid” Dravidian speakers in 
South India, then we may assume that the interaction started as early as about the 
third millenium B. C. 


Leaving these historical speculations aside, let us turn to a synchronic structural 
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comparison between the tribal cultures and the cultures of the Hindu peasantry. The 
data on tribal cultures is provided by various published materials and my own field 
work among the Munda, Bhumij, Ho, and Oraon. Broadly speaking, we shall restrict 
ourselves to the following communities: 1) mainly hunters and gatherers, the Hill 
Kharia, Pahira and Birhor of Chotanagpur; 2) mainly shifting cultivators, the Hill 
Bhuiya, Juang and Khond of Orissa; the Korwa, Baiga, and Hill Maria Gond of 
Madhya Pradesh; the Chenchu and Bison-horn Reddi of Hyderabad; 3) settled 
agriculturists, the Munda, Ho, Santal, Dudh Kharia, Bathuri, Bhumij, Oraon and 
Savara of Southern Bihar and Orissa; the Raj Gond of Madhya Pradesh and Hyderabad. 

The generalized characteristics of the Hindu peasant communities will be derived 
partly from my general impression of Hindu village communities in West Bengal, 
Bihar, and Orissa, as I have seen them, and also from the recent publications on Indian 
peasant communities in the Economic Weekly (1951-54), and from the various articles 
published in Village India, edited by Marriott (1955). 


Tue Two Kinps or Cutrurat Systems"® 


In the following pages, we shall describe in broad terms some implicitly functionally 
related aspects of the culture pattern of the two kinds of societies, referring only 
occasionally to a single community or tribe. The totality of the culture pattern and 
its settings has been broken down into the following aspects, namely, habitat, economy, 
social structure, and ideological system. Our characterization will perhaps be more 
applicable to preindustrial India, i.e., the India of the middle of the nineteenth century, 
than to contemporary India; although in all essentials it fits the contemporary picture 
as well. 

1.1. Hasrrat: ¢ribals. A major portion of the tribal habitat of central India is 
hilly and forested. Tribal villages are generally found in areas away from the alluvial 
plains close to rivers. 

1.2. Hindu peasantry. A large portion of Hindu peasant villages are in deforested 
plateaus or plains. Many of these villages are crowded in the river plains. 

2.1. Economy: tribals. The subsistence economy is based mainly on either hunting, 
collecting, and fishing (e.g., the Birhor, Hill Kharia), or a combination of hunting 
and collecting with shifting cultivation (e.g., the Juang, Hill Bhuiya, etc.). Even the 
so-called plough using agricultural tribes have the tradition of having subsisted mainly 
by means of shifting cultivation in the past. 

Specialization of crafts includes iron smelting and smithery, basket and bark rope 
making, and weaving. It is difficult to say whether they had wheel made pottery and 
brass work traditionally. Some of the tribes, like the Juang or the Chenchu, have 
the tradition of never having used pottery in ancient times. In all probability, initially, 
most of the crafts were not confined to full time specialists. There is evidence that 
the Lohar blacksmiths and iron smelters once formed a part of the Munda tribe, and 
that the Mahali basketmakers once formed a part of the Santal tribe. 

The local village community is nearly self-sufficient. Circulation of goods is based 
entirely on barter. There are, however, rudiments of interethnic cooperation in the 
circulation of goods within a limited area. The wandering Birhor supplied bark ropes 
and honey to the Ho and Munda and other neighboring peoples. The Munda procured 
iron implements from the Asur and various types of basketry from the Mahali. Mandel- 
baum describes the socio-economic symbiosis among the aboriginal Kota, Badaga, 
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Kurumba and Toda in the Nilgiri area.® There are no specialist traders among them. 

There is very little incentive towards the accumulation of capital on an individual 
level, although a sense of individual ownership is quite developed with reference to 
hunted animals or collected vegetables. The hunting or collecting territory roughly 
belongs to the village community; and it is customary for any group not to poach 
upon the territory of another. Among the tribes that practice shifting cultivation, 
and have ample scope for expansion, there is very little competition for the covering 
of more land individually. Among the settled agriculturists, like the Ho, Munda, 
and Bhumij, however, we find a distinct incentive towards accumulation of capital 
in the form of land and a store of paddy. 

2.2 Hindu peasantry. The main subsistence economy is intensive agriculture with 
the help of the plough drawn by bullocks or buffaloes. There is also an intricate full 
time specialization in crafts, with the development of a sophisticated tradition of 
artistic excellence supported mainly by a feudal aristocracy. Among the full time 
specialists associated with Hindu villages, not to be found in the traditional tribal 
communities, may be mentioned gold and silver smiths, weavers of fine silk cloth, 
bell-metal workers, etc. 

Beyond a limited degree of local self-sufficiency, the village community is tied 
to a country-wide network of markets, ultimately related to commercial towns. 
Incentive towards the accumulation of capital is quite strong. Capital is mainly 
defined in terms of land, store of grains, cash, valuable metals, and jewelry. 

3.1. SocIAL sTRucTURE: fribals. The largest significant reference group is the 
tribe or a segment of it, the “sub-tribe,” i.e., a single, endogamous, ethnic group 
occupying a more or less contiguous territory. In many cases, we find tribes like the 
Santal, Munda, or Ho describing themselves as Hor ‘men,’ while others are Diku 
‘aliens.’ In actuality, we find that, among the same tribes, the latter term is not actually 
used with reference to a few ethnic groups with whom they have set up traditional 
symbiotic relationships of long standing. Thus, the Ho do not use this term for the 
Lohar ‘blacksmith,’ Mahali ‘basketmaker,’ or Gaur ‘cattle tender’ within their 
village community. 

The tribe is segmented into exogamous (patrilineal in most cases), (often) totemic 
clans, frequently with territorial cohesion and strong corporate identity. Clans are 
segmented into lineages which serve as important corporate groups. 

The kinship system may be labelled as “tempered classificatory”” (maximal lineage 
setting the limit to the application of kinship terms, although terminologies often 
extend to members of the village as a whole). In terminology, we find that the emphasis 
lies on the unilineal principle, generation and age. There is an emphasis on patrilineal 
descent and patripotestal authority in most groups. 

The village is the most important territorial unit. Among many of these tribes, 
nearly twelve villages form a socio-political federation with its own council. Among 
a few (the Munda and the Bhumij) we also find a tendency to form even larger federa- 
tions. 

There is very little specialization of social roles. With the exception of role differ- 
entiation in terms of kinship and sex and some specialization in crafts already referred 
to, the only other role specializations are headman, village priest, and medicine man. 

There is very little rigid stratification in society. (This is especially so among the 
tribes who practice hunting and collecting and shifting cultivation.) There is, however, 
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a tendency towards stratification along the following lines, especially among the 
settled agricultural groups: relative political supremacy of the numerically dominant 
clan, compared to other settlers; superiority in land holding of the earlier settlers, 
relative to later settlers; symbolic ritual superiority of one group over another, due 
to ritual degradation of the other in traditional terms, and tendency of the priest- 
headmen to form an endogamous class. 

Secular and religious leaderships are combined in one person. The headman is a 
chief amongst equals, with no special privilege in property. He is assisted in his work 
by a democratic council of village elders formed by all the adult members of the 
village. The council’s decision is final. 

3.2. Hindu peasantry. The largest significant reference group expands beyond the 
village or the caste group to the linguistic province or even farther, covering the total 
Hindu social universe and comprising numerous distinct ethnic groups. The bases 
of such extended ties beyond the little village community are varied and numerous, 
including connection with central administrative townships, network of markets, 
marriage and caste relations, and network of religious centers and religious fairs. 

The caste is usually segmented into exogamous clans which are often nontotemic. 
The clans are usually nonterritorial and do not have any corporate identity. Clans 
or gotras are segmented into lineages which serve as important corporate groups. 

The kinship system may be labelled as “‘tempered classificatory” (maximal lineage 
setting the limit to the application of kinship terms, although terminologies often 
extend to members of the village as a whole). In terminology, we find the emphasis 
on the unilineal principle, generation and age. There is an emphasis on patrilineal 
descent and patripotestal authority among most groups. 

The village is the most important territorial unit. But territorial relations extend 
beyond the village on various different bases, such as democratic federation of villages 
under a superior council, connection with a hierarchy of administrative towns, net- 
work of markets, and relationships through marriage, ties of caste, and participation 
in religious fairs and pilgrimages. Territories organized under such varied principles 
make up a complex interpenetrating country-wide network. 

We have already spoken about intensive specialization of crafts and the existence 
of full time traders. There is similar specialization in political roles within a feudal 
setting which touches the village. Religious aspects of culture demand the service 
of various specialists, e.g., priests (for usual life cycle rites and festivals), astrologers, 
genealogists, s@dhus of repute and also medicine men or ojha@s. Among such specialists, 
we may also mention teachers belonging to traditional schools. 

Intricate stratification into hierarchically arranged, endogamous castes whose 
ranking refers itself to the classical ideal pattern of four orders or vargas is evident; 
while specific rank as a caste within a region seems to be determined by a combination of 
the following objective factors: relative economic position, especially with reference to 
land holding, relative political dominance, relative numerical strength, and symbolic 
validation in ritual habits in relation to the Great Tradition. 

Besides caste ranking, there are also other principles of stratification current in 
society, e.g., ranking in terms of wealth or economic class, political power and literary 
education. These various principles of stratification largely overlap and partially 
interpenetrate, making the overall ranking system extremely complicated. 

Although secular leadership is provided with direct and indirect ritual sanctions, 
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the two functionaries, secular and religious, are clearly differentiated. Here we often 
find a combination of democratic leadership by elders and direct control by the feudal 
aristocracy from the top, with its center at the capital township, having its court of 
justice as final reference of law and order, supported by a police force and military 
reserve. 

4.1.1. IpzoLocicaL system: Tribals. Supernaturalism. The pantheon consists 
of one Sun God and a lower hierarchy of gods. Next to the Sun God, the important 
deities are village tutelary gods and ancestral spirits. Almost of equal importance are 
some nature spirits, for example, the spirits of the hills and the presiding deities of 
the waters. 

Gods are conceived of as powerful beings. They are classified into two classes, 
namely, those who are habitually friendly or benevolent, and those who are malevolent. 
But even the benevolent gods are not considered to be repositories of ethical qualities. 
Gods do not necessarily demand noble or generous action from their devotee; they 
demand only personal loyalty. 

Supernatural rites are explicitly directed towards happiness and security in this 
world, abundance of crops and children and avoidance of sickness and death being 
the supreme considerations. 

There is no concept of “heaven” or “hell” or of rewards or punishments for moral 
or immoral acts. The soul is called back to join the ancestral spirits in the sacred 
domestic tabernacle. The soul turns into a malevolent spirit only in the case of an 
unnatural death. 

There is a belief in reincarnation and transmigration of souls into various forms 
of life, namely, trees, birds, animals, etc. But there is no connection between ethical 
action and the form of reincarnation. The concept of reincarnation is not arranged 
in an ascending hierarchy of superior forms of life (as traditionally determined), nor 
is reincarnation considered inevitable. 

No idol or temple in well-defined form is found; although we do find rudiments of 
idolatry in the worship of unworked stones and also rudiments of the concept of the 
temple in the institution of the sacred grove. There is, however, no erection of a 
house for the deity among most of these tribes. 

Animal sacrifice is an essential part of rituals, and magic and witchcraft predominate. 

4.1.2.1. Some aspects of value systems and world views: Man-nature. The natural 
universe is charged with impersonal and personalized supernatural power. The natural 
universe is significantly continuous with the human world of sentiments and social 
interaction. Thus man, nature, and the supernatural are connected in terms of intimate 
relationship. (This is true with reference to both tribal and non-tribal Hindu peasant 
communities.) 

4.1.2.2. Man-man. The human universe is practically limited to the tribe or, at 
the most, extends to a few local ethnic groups having long standing traditional 
symbiotic relationship. Equality and reciprocity are emphasized in human relationship. 
Morality of social action is always judged in terms of corporate kinship or territorial 
reference groups. Elders are respected. There is significant male dominance in social 
life, and the desire for children is strong. The good life is conceived of as a life with 
ample scope for indulgence in pleasure, while maintaining social obligations to corporate 
group or groups. We find little emphasis on cautious accumulation of wealth at the 
cost of pleasure. 
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4.2.1. Hindu peasantry. Supernaturalism. This is a combination of monotheism, 
pantheism and polytheism. Sun worship is a very important element of Brahmanical 
tradition; although the Sun God is not regarded as the Supreme Being or Bhagavan. 

The pantheon is much more elaborate in peasant Hinduism, which has some limited 
access to written sacred literature. It contains some of the gods of the Great Indian 
Tradition, as well as local spirits and deities. Reverence for mountains, ancestral 
spirits and village tutelary spirits is an important element in peasant Hinduism. The 
peasant is accustomed to classifying his gods with special reference to caste, village, 
lineage, family, and individual, each unit having its special presiding deity. 

In peasant Hinduism, magical or power connotation of the deities predominates. 
But, in addition, there is an emergent overtone of the gods occasionally standing for 
high ethical quality, dharma, rewarding moral behavior and punishing sinful or 
immoral behavior. When he uses the term “religious” (dharmika), the villager may 
mean a rather mechanistic concept of one who observes the traditional rituals correctly. 
But there is also a parallel concept of one leading a generous and selfless life, not 
speaking untruth, being above greed, and so on. It is believed that such moral behavior 
is favored by the gods, and is also good for the soul. 

Along with the predominance of concern about happiness in terms of material 
prosperity and health in this world, there is also a pragmatic concern about a similar 
kind of happiness in the other world. Austerity and renunciation are directed towards 
this goal. 

The concepts of “heaven” and “‘hell” are very important. Belief in reincarnation 
is highly systematized through the concept of an ascending series of forms, and is 
loaded with ethical connotation; the form of reincarnation being determined by the 
ethical value of an action. 

Both temples and idolatry are very important. Animal sacrifice forms an essential 
part of the rituals of many sects; while abstention from killing of all kinds is associated 
integrally with other sects. There is a predominance of magic and witchcraft. 

4.2.2.1. Some aspects of value systems and world views: Man-nature: same as in 4.1.2.1. 

4.2.2.2. Man-man. The human universe, after accentuation of narrow range social 
affiliations like lineage, local group or village, caste, and so on, expands outwards to 
encompass the state or even farther. Superordination and subordination is the keynote 
of social interaction. The morality of social action is usually judged in terms of cor- 
porate kinship, territorial, or other reference groups. Respect for elders is even more 
intense than in the case of the tribals, this being especially so among upper castes. 
Male dominance is even more marked among most groups, and the desire for children 
is strong. Tribal hedonism is mixed with a cautious concern for economic prosperity 
through strenuous and steady labor, the latter attitude being supported by the puri- 
tanical streak of abstention that we find in supernaturalism. 

5. Aspirational level. Impressionistically, we can state that relative to the peasantry, 
the level of aspiration among tribal communities is comparatively lower. Even within 
the bounds of indigenous civilization, the peasant’s world view is affected by ideals 
coming from the elites of the city, creating in him the desire for more land and wealth, 
more political power, superior social status for his family, lineage, or caste group, 
artistic and intellectual excellence which is recognized by an expanded audience, and 
so on. These surplus desires hit the peasant’s mind, which is otherwise marked by a 
relatively passive acceptance of what he is. 
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5-1. The common denominators. A cursory review of the above comparison reveals 
significant elements of continuity between non-Hindu tribal and Hindu peasant 
socio-cultural systems. Among these may be mentioned the following: 

Economy : Emphasis is on local self-sufficiency, with barter as an important element 
in trade, corporate kinship reference in economy, and symbiotic relationship with 
ethnic groups. 

Social Structure: “Caste” and “‘tribe” have almost identical structural features 
as social units, with a belief in common descent and endogamy, exogamous clans 
segmented into functional lineages, a tempered classificatory kinship terminology 
whose maximum limit of applicability is set by the maximal lineage; relative age and 
generation are very important in the kinship system; the village is the most important 
territorial unit; there is patrilineal and patripotestal emphasis (in most cases), and 
finally democracy in leadership. 

Ideological System: 1) Supernaturalism: There exist a polytheism, belief in a 
supreme being, pantheon including village tutelary gods, ancestral spirits, spirits of 
the hills and waters, belief in reincarnation, corporate social reference in religion; 
pragmatic considerations of fertility in crops and women, and avoidance of sickness, 
rule supreme in rituals and animal sacrifice. 2) Value-system and world-view: The 
natural universe is charged with personal and impersonal supernatural powers; it is 
contiguous with the human world of sentiments and social interactions; there is 
respect for elders, desire for children, male dominance in social life, and an underlying 
hedonism. 

One question, however, arises in these pursuits of common denominators: to 
what extent is their commonness “apparent” or “‘real’’? How can we be sure, for 
example, whether animal sacrifice, transmigration and reincarnation of the soul and 
the like have the same meaning in the two cultural systems under comparison? It is 
the contention of the writer that while a final definite answer cannot be given to 
such queries in the present state of our knowledge, existing literature and the writer's 
ethnographic field experience point to the plausibility of such a comparison. 

Many of the earlier students of tribal cultures in India were aware of this fact of 
continuity, especially in the field of religion. Risley described Hinduism as “‘animism 
more or less transformed by philosophy,” or as ‘‘magic tempered by metaphysic,” 
and finally expressed the opinion that, ‘‘No sharp line of demarcation can be drawn 
between Hinduism and animism (i.e., tribal religions). The one shades away insensibly 
into the other.” E. A. Gait, Census Commissioner of 1911, found it extremely 
difficult “to say at what stage a man should be regarded as having become Hindu.””?” 
J. J. Marten, Census Commissioner of 1921, observes: “There is little to distinguish 
in the religious attitude of an aboriginal Gond or Bhil from that of a number of lower 
Hindu castes. Both are essentially animistic.” Verrier Elwin suggests that all the 
aboriginal tribes except those of Assam “‘should be classed in the census returns as 
Hindu by religion as their religion belongs to the Hindu family.” 

Reviewing previous comments on the cultural position of the aboriginal tribes 
of central India, Ghurye remarks: 


It is clear from this discussion that the proper description of these peoples must refer itself 
to their place in or near Hindu society .. . while sections of these tribes are properly inte- 
grated in the Hindu society, very large sections, in fact the bulk of them, are rather loosely 
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assimilated. Only very small recesses of hills and depths of forests have not been more than 
touched by Hinduism. Under the circumstances, the only proper description of the people 
is that they are imperfectly integrated classes of Hindu society. Though for the sake of 
convenience they may be designated as tribal classes of Hindu society, suggesting thereby 
that they retained much more of the tribal creeds and organizations than many of the castes 
of Hindu society, yet in reality they are backward Hindus.’* 


6. The emergent aspects. Now let us summarily isolate and list the “discontinuous” or 
“emergent” aspects in peasant cultures. 

Economy: Intensive agriculture is the basis of economy, with an incentive towards 
accumulation of capital, a currency and intricate network of markets tied finally 
to commercial towns, multiple specialization of roles in production, emergence of 
the specialist trader group, and the differential possession of wealth leading to economic 
stratification. 

Social Structure: There is a highly formalized stratification into castes and the 
development of other principles of stratification, more complex specialization of 
social roles, widening of social ties involving multiethnic groups, interpenetrative 
network of territorial structure, tied to townships and cities, priestly class and literati, 
and the presence of formal educational institutions. 

Ideological System: 1) Supernaturalism: There exist idol worship and temples, an 
organized priestly class, moral connotation of supernaturalism with concepts of sin 
heaven and hell, and reference to a written sacred tradition. 2) Value system and 
world view: emphasis is placed on superordination and subordination in social life. 
There is an intensive supernaturally oriented drive for moral life supported by puri- 
tanical concepts of asceticism and renunciation, and the human universe extending 
beyond caste, lineage or local group. 

Among the above emergent items, a surplus economy based on settled agriculture, 
the development of social stratification, and the growth of ethical religion, appear 
to have been most comprehensive in scope. 

7. The transitional aspects. We should also note some of the transitional élements 
in tribal cultures in the direction of our general characterization of the peasant level 
of culture. In economy, for example, we find a tendency towards full time specialization 
in the following crafts: basketmaking, smithery, ropemaking and weaving. We also 
find interethnic exchange of goods and services in the aboriginal setting, for example, 
the case of the Birhor and the Ho, and also of the Kota, Kurumba, Badaga, and Toda. 
In social structure, we spoke of some tendencies towards stratification, defined by 
the factors of relative numerical strength, priority of arrival, ritual purity, and so on. 
We also found tendencies towards feudalization of leadership among the Bhumij 
and the Munda. 

In supernaturalism, however, we cannot identify elements of transition from 
“ethnically neutral supernaturalism” to “‘ethical supernaturalism.” 


CoNCLUSION 


It may be argued that our characterization of the tribal cultures appears to be 
much too general to be useful; it might fit in well with the picture of primitive cultures 
anywhere in the world. This is indeed so when we refer to such items as lack of stratifi- 

cation, limiting the social and moral universe to one’s own ethnic group, intimate 
integration of man, nature and supernatural in the world view, and lack of personal 
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ethics in supernaturalism. We emphasized these aspects deliberately in order to point 
out that tribal cultures of Peninsular India do share certain characteristics common to 
primitive cultures all over the world. Beyond these, however, we also find certain 
specific items among the tribal cultures of India which are not necessarily universally 
shared by primitive tribes in other parts of the world. Among these, we may mention 
the existence of a hierarchic pantheon with the Sun God at the top; and belief in 
reincarnation and transmigration of the soul. 

David G. Mandelbaum commented, on a preliminary version of this paper, that 
most of the distinctions put forward in characterizing the peasant Hindu vis-a-vis 
the tribals would hold ground if we restrict the comparison only to the highest among 
the Hindu castes. On the other hand, he argued, very few significant differences in 
cultural patterns and in value systems would be found between the lower Hindu 
castes and the tribals. There is indeed some validity in Mandelbaum’s criticism; for 
many of the lower castes in India seem to share with the tribals the following character- 
istics: emphasis on equality in social behavior within one’s own ethnic group, con- 
siderable freedom of cultural participation for the women, and a value system little 
burdened by puritanical asceticism. Further, the supernaturalism of these lowest 
castes has some similarity with that of the tribes, in that their pantheon primarily 
consists of local gods, while their supernaturalism is rarely accompanied by ethical 
considerations. Through economic backwardness, social segregation, and a general 
lack of direct access to literate Hindu traditions, the lowest Hindu castes are in com- 
parative isolation from the central current of the development of sophisticated 
Hinduism—a position more or less similar to the situation among the tribes. Yet, 
even with these important similarities, the main feature that distinguishes the cultures 
of the lowest castes from those of the tribals is that while the former accept, perhaps 
somewhat grudgingly, their inferior status in a larger social system, the tribals live 
in a comparatively more easily defined, self-sufficient, social and ideological world. 
The latter consider their culture as being unique to themselves, and do not feel that 
they are in any way subservient to a larger system. Also, while it is true that the lowest 
castes are primarily illiterate, they are not completely free from the influence of 
the ethically loaded, partly puritanical theology and world view of literate upper 
caste Hindus, whose messages they receive through verbal communication of wandering 
sadhus and through cultural performances, such as the dance, drama, etc. These 
considerations prompt us to maintain our initial distinction between the cultures of 
the tribals and those of the Hindu peasantry, taken as a whole. We should, however, 
be prepared to make a future attempt at characterizing the lower Hindu castes as a 
special dimension of Hindu peasantry, with a view to examining whether the latter 
come nearer to the tribals or to the upper caste Hindus. 

Our lumping together of the Dravidian and the Mundari speaking tribes into 
one whole, and the exclusion of the Assam group of tribes, may be justified only 
on the plea of a preliminary effort at systematization. The next step will obviously 
involve examining in detail the cultures of the so-called tribal groups vis-a-vis those 
of the Hindu castes, higher and lower, taken separately, in the different major regions 
of India. This will have to be done both in terms of synchronic structural comparison 
and in terms of the key processes of interaction between the tribals and the Hindu 
peasantry. This latter aspect needs to be studied in as great historical depth as possible. 
Furthermore, it is important to make overall comparisons of the cultural patterns 
of the Munda, Dravidian, and Assam group of tribes. 
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Within the limitations of our present endeavor, as mentioned above, we may 
say that we have been able to demonstrate the possibility of orthogenetic development 
of civilization in India from a primitive cultural level roughly comparable to cultures 
of the less acculturated tribes of Peninsular India. We have pointed out vital elements 
of continuity between tribal cultures and Hindu peasant traditions. We have also 
been able to isolate some potential elements of transition in the direction of peasant 
cultures in tendencies towards feudalization, stratification, specialization of roles, 
and so on. 

If we leave aside the problem of specific historicity for the time being and try to 
look upon the total social field of India touched by the Great Tradition, the tribal 
cultures fall within this field in terms of structural comparison. We have also seen 
that within this field they represent a distinctive level (relatively the lowest) of 
complexity. In order to make this distinction clear, it seems best to describe the tribal 
cultures as a special dimension, namely, the “‘primitive”’ or “‘folk’’!® dimension of the 
Little Traditions of India. On a formal level of abstraction, at least, the folk (or tribal), 
peasant, and urban dimensions of Indian tradition and culture community represent 
a series of increasingly complex levels of socio-cultural integration with evidence of 
continuity in core pattern. 

A comprehensive understanding of the development of the primary civilization 
of India will thus inevitably involve a clear understanding of the primitive level of 
manifestation of core traditions and their supporting social organization, as they are 
still partially preserved among contemporary tribes. 

Students of classical Indian philosophy and art like A. Coomaraswamy have been 
struck by its essentially nonpuritanical and expressedly joy oriented sensual core.*° 


Life is conceived of as a great festivity where spiritual qualities are to be attained by 
intensive participation. This is, in a way, a synthesized and abstracted version of a 
primitive, hedonistic world view. The slow rate of technological development in 
India allowed the classical dimension of the Great Tradition to maintain a nourishing 
contact with the primitive core of community life. 
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the tribal communities as distinguished from the Hindu peasantry. Das, however, is not respon- 
sible for the details of the present characterization or for the general developmental implications 
in this paper. 

16D. G. Mandelbaum, “Culture Change Among the Nilgiri Tribes,” American Anthropology, 
XXXXIII (1941). 

17 E. A. Gait, Census of India (1913), I, Pt. 1, 129-130. 

18 G. S. Ghurye, The Aborigines—“so called’”—Their Future (Poona, 1943). 

19 The writer is inclined to use “folk” in place of “primitive” to avoid the popular derogatory 
connotation of the latter term. 

20 A. K. Coomarswamy, The Dance of Shiva (Bombay, 1948). 
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MORPHOLOGY OF THE 
FOLKTALE 


The American Folklore Society announces publication of Volume 9 
in the Bibliographical & Special Series, in a limited edition: V. Propp, 
Morphology of the Folktale, edited with an Introduction by Svatava Pir- 


kova-Jakobson, translated by Laurence Scott. 


Price for AFS members only: $2.50. Address orders to the Secretary- 
Treasurer, MacEdward Leach, Bennett Hall, University of Pennsylvania, 
Philadelphia 4, Pa. 











AMERICAN FOLKLORE SOCIETY 
ANNUAL MEETING 


The seventieth annual meeting of the Society will be held in conjunc- 
tion with the meeting of the Modern Language Association in New 
York, 27-28 December 1958. Program Chairman: W. Edson Richmond, 
Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana; Chairman of the Committee 


on Local Arrangements: B. A. Botkin, Croton-On-Hudson, New York. 
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THE 
AMERICAN FOLKLORE 
SOCIETY 


announces the publication of two important books in folklore 


G. Matcoitm Laws, Jr. 


American Ballads from British Broadsides. 313 pp., $5.00 list. 


TristRAM P. CorFiIN 


An Analytical Index to the JOURNAL OF AMERICAN FOLK- 
LORE, Vols. 1—7o (1888—1957). $6.50 list. 


Laws’ recent book is a companion volume to G. Malcolm Laws, Jr., Na- 
tive American Balladry. The two books constitute a complete study, analysis, 
and bibliography of the ballad in America except for the British traditional 
ballad. 


Coffin’s Index represents a detailed analysis of the contents of the largest 
collection of folk materials in America—the 70 volumes of the JOURNAL 
OF AMERICAN FOLKLORE. It is a listing of every motif, every title, first 
lines of songs, subject index of proverbs, superstitions, authors. It is a must 
for every student of folklore and for every library. 


RES SS SSS SSS SSS SSS SSS SS LFF 
If you do not know the JOURNAL 
OF AMERICAN FOLKLORE, please 


Address all inquiries to: 


MacEpwarp Leacn, Sec’y.-Treas. 
American Folklore Society 
Box 5, Bennett Hall 
University of Pennsylvania 
Philadelphia 4, Pennsylvania 


: 
send for a sample copy. We welcome 
all persons interested in folklore as x 
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members. x 
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